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ABSTRACT OF DISSERTATION

THE AGRICORPS EXPERIENCE: A PHENOMENOLOGY OF INTERNATIONAL
AGRICULTURAL EDUCATORS
With the growing world population, agricultural education may play a role in
increasing the production of agricultural products and services in developing nations by
improving knowledge and participation in the agricultural field, specifically with regard to
the nations’ youth. Few researchers have sought to understand how the experience of
teaching agriculture abroad impacts the agricultural educator. The purpose of this
dissertation was to understand the essence of an international agricultural educator
experience. In this phenomenological study, I interviewed past AgriCorps fellows to
examine the lived experiences of fellows, how the fellows were impacted personally and
professionally, and the transformative learning process that occurred within fellows.
The perceived identity and isolation of fellows, combined with the importance of
relationships with host country nationals and the fellow cohort shaped the daily experiences
of the international agricultural educators. These experiences led to perspective changes on
agricultural education, international development, career paths, and personal and
professional growth. The importance of cohorts in international agricultural education was
discussed. The findings of this dissertation are discussed relative to transformative learning
theory and recommendations for international agricultural education programs, American
agricultural education, and future research are offered.
KEYWORDS: International Agricultural Education, Transformative Learning,
Intercultural Sensitivity
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Many factors impact the progress of developing nations, including economics,
infrastructure, political volatility, and perhaps most importantly, agriculture (Tugendhat
& Alemu, 2016). Long recognized as the foundation of developing nations, agriculture
provides food, fiber, natural resources, and a livelihood for many citizens (Csaki, 1999).
In today’s ever-connected world, American agriculture is linked to international
agriculture “through social, cultural, political, and economic integration” (National
Research Council, 2009, p. 15). Furthermore, in 1972, U.S. Congress mandated that the
U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID) establish and foster programs to
assist developing nations in improving and expanding upon agriculture. Today, however,
the agricultural practices and technology of developing nations still lag far behind that of
America and other developed countries, thus preventing agriculture from supporting
national growth to its fullest potential (Xu, Li, Tang, & Mukwereza, 2016).
According to Dadush (2015), the overwhelmingly unskilled and uneducated
workforce of developing nations further adds to the lag. Therefore, education also plays a
significant role in the progress and success of developing nations. Without education,
economies could stagnate, potentially leading to both domestic and international
struggles for developing countries (Tugendhat & Alemu, 2016). Vocational education is
especially important for the development of new markets, jobs, and the general prosperity
of developing nations as it takes the uneducated workforce and molds them into skilled
workers (Spielman, Ekboir, Davis, & Ochieng, 2008). Agricultural education is vital for
the growth of developing nations as agriculture is the foundation of many jobs, dietary
sustenance, and economic progress (Csaki, 1999; Lindley, Van Crowder, & Doron, 1996;
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Xu et al., 2016). However, the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations
(FAO) (1997) emphasized the failure of agricultural education in many developing
nations to assist in adapting to the changing world.
The most recent International Food Security Assessment completed by the U.S.
Department of Agriculture (2017) reported that, “In 2017, 17.7 percent of the population
in the 76 [developing] countries are estimated to be food insecure. This means that about
646 million people out of a population of 3.5 billion are estimated to not have access to a
daily caloric target of 2,100 calories” (p. 1). Unfortunately, the number of food insecure
people is likely to increase. Estimated to reach 9.1 billion by 2050, the world population
continues to explode, with most growth occurring in developing nations. Within the next
two decades, researchers estimate the population growth will result in a 50% increase in
demand for food (Hazell & Wood, 2007) and an additional 70-100% increase in demand
by 2050 (Godfray, Beddington, Crute, Haddah, Lawrence, Muir, & Toulmin, 2010).
Thus, agricultural education is desperately needed in those nations to address current and
future food insecurity. To achieve this, agricultural education must be a focus of
developing nations’ strategic plans for improvement (Miller & Madou-Bangurah, 1993).
Just as developing nations receive assistance in economic and political
development, so must these nations also receive assistance in the development of
agricultural education (Miller & Madou-Bangurah, 1993; Tugendhat & Alemu, 2016).
Emphasis was placed on this need in the Agriculture Improvement Act of 2018, with an
amendment stating the support of fellowships in which, “globally minded U.S.
agriculturalists with experience living abroad, focus on meeting the food and fiber needs
of eligible countries, and strengthen and enhance trade linkages between eligible
2

countries and the U.S. agricultural industry,” (U.S. Congress, 2018, p. 617). As leaders in
both American and international agricultural education strive for improved knowledge
and understanding of the global impact of agricultural education, the first step should be
examining past and current research in international agricultural education to identify
themes and gaps in the research.
My research interest lies in addressing one such gap in international agricultural
education research, specifically focusing on those agricultural educators from America
that teach in developing nations. In this study, I used interviews to understand the essence
of the experience of serving abroad as an agricultural educator. By understanding the
experience of these international agricultural educators, additional planning and training
for future efforts in agricultural education in developing countries may be possible.

Introduction to Agricultural Education
According to The Council for Agricultural Education (2018), “agricultural
education is a systematic program of instruction available to students desiring to learn
about the science, business, and technology of plant and animal production and/or about
the environment and natural resources systems” (n.p.). Formal agricultural education
began in the U.S. in 1917 with the passage of the Smith-Hughes Act by U.S. Congress.
This act provided for vocational education in public high schools. Today, over 1,000,000
secondary students are enrolled in agricultural education classes that span all 50 states
and three U.S. territories (The Council for Agricultural Education, 2018).
Agricultural education programs consist of three major parts. The first major
component of agricultural education is classroom/instruction. Within this component,
3

agriculture teachers provide experiential learning opportunities for students to gain
knowledge on various aspects of agriculture. The second major component is Supervised
Agricultural Experience (SAE) projects, in which students take what they learn in the
classroom and apply that knowledge to real-life situations outside of school. The purpose
of an SAE is to further hone the skills learned in the classroom. For example, students in
a horticulture course may choose to start their own garden. The final component of
agricultural education is membership and participation in the National FFA
Organization,1 where students work to develop their potential for premier leadership,
personal growth, and career success. In FFA, students compete in various competitions to
practice the skills learned in the classroom and to improve their SAE projects (The
Council for Agricultural Education, 2018).
There are many settings in which agriculture teachers may work, including formal
(classroom) and non-formal (industry) locations. Formal agricultural education refers to
what was provided for by the Smith-Hughes Act of 1917: teaching agriculture classes at
either a middle, secondary, or post-secondary level. Non-formal agricultural education is
much broader, with a focus in educating others about agriculture in any location outside
of a formal school. This could include educating community members about the newest
agricultural research from land-grant institutions, teaching clients about the newest
pesticide resistant crop, or even sharing new, sustainable practices with farmers, such as
through an extension office. Both types of agricultural education are important for the

1

Prior to 1988, FFA stood for Future Farmers of America, but to reflect the diverse careers in agriculture
outside of production, the name was changed to the National FFA Organization (2019).
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success and growth of agriculture in not only the U.S., but also abroad (The Council for
Agricultural Education, 2018).

Introduction to Major International Agricultural Organizations
The research topic informing this study is to understand the essence of the lived
experiences of selected international agricultural educators and how those experiences
may or may not be transformative for the educators. This topic could inform the
recruitment, training, and future work of international agricultural educators. Because
agricultural education is essential to the growth of developing nations and contributes to
dietary sustenance and economic progress (Csaki, 1999, Lindley et al, 1996; Xu et al.,
2016), and because international agricultural education is currently failing to address
these areas in many developing countries (FAO, 1997), it is necessary to examine this
topic in depth. Many organizations seek to address this failure, including the U.S. Agency
for International Development, Peace Corps, and AgriCorps.
U.S. Agency for International Development
Established in 1972 by U.S. Congress, the U.S. Agency for International
Development (USAID) is “the world’s premier international development agency and a
catalytic actor driving development results. USAID’s work advances U.S. national
security and economic prosperity, demonstrates American generosity, and promotes a
path to recipient self-reliance and resilience” (USAID.gov, 2018, n.p.). To aid developing
countries with the goal of those countries becoming self-reliant, USAID focuses on
several areas, including agriculture and food security; democracy, human rights and
governance; economic growth and trade; education; environment and global climate
5

change; gender equality and women’s empowerment; global health; water and sanitation;
and working in crises and conflicts. While these branches often intertwine, the major
areas related to this study are agriculture and education.
The major goal of USAID’s work in agriculture is to increase global food
security. To move towards this goal, USAID leads the Feed the Future initiative. This
initiative was sparked by the Global Food Securing Act, passed by President Barack
Obama in 2016. Ten additional organizations participate in Feed the Future. Furthermore,
USAID promotes agricultural research, develops agricultural markets, helps farmers
access capital, offers extension services, develops and educates farmers about sustainable
agricultural practices, and provides emergency food assistance in developing countries.
Within this branch of USAID, non-formal agricultural education is vital to achieving
their goals as they work mostly with adults outside of formal classrooms (USAID.gov,
2018).
In the education component of USAID, major goals include improving literacy to
increase school success and completion, increasing employment opportunities, and
increasing equitable access to education in conflict environments. USAID educational
programming has reached over 109 million youth across the globe. During 2011-2017,
USAID reports that 69.8 million children had access to reading instruction, 22.6 million
children in areas of conflict or crisis had access to education, and 725,000 youth were
provided with employment opportunities, all resulting from educational USAID
programming. While these numbers are awe-inspiring and encouraging, little of the
educational focus from this branch is on formal agricultural education (USAID.gov,
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2018). However, a special USAID project is dedicated to serving agricultural education
worldwide.
Farmer-to-Farmer Special Program Support Project
The Farmer-to-Farmer Special Program Support Project (F2F SPSP) is a
collaboration of several programs, including USAID, Farmer-to-Farmer, the Catholic
Relief Service, and the Volunteers for Economic Growth Alliance (VEGA). Established
in 1990, the F2F program “promotes sustainable economic growth, food security, and
agricultural development worldwide” (Farmertofarmer.crs.org, 2018). Volunteers for this
program range from U.S. farmers to agricultural industry workers, university and
secondary school faculty, and agricultural researchers. Those who volunteer are experts
in their respective fields and donate their time, ranging from two weeks to two months,
depending on the needs of the mission in which they choose to participate. When
American agriculturalists work abroad, their goal is to teach the farmers and businessmen
with whom they work the technical knowledge and skills necessary to improve crop
production, expand economic growth in the agricultural sector, and employ sustainable
agricultural practices. Because volunteers typically work with adult farmers, F2F is a
great example of non-formal agricultural education. Over the next five years, F2F is
projected to complete over 500 project assignments in which they will train
approximately 19,000 people in agricultural practices (Farmertofarmer.crs.org, 2018).
Peace Corps
Founded by President John F. Kennedy in 1961, the Peace Corps was developed with the
goal of Americans serving their country and their world. The Peace Corps seeks world
7

peace and friendship by working towards three goals. The first goal is to assist in the
training needs of other countries. The second goal is to promote a better understanding of
the American culture. Finally, Peace Corps seeks to promote a better understanding of
other cultures by Americans. The Peace Corps employs volunteers who work in a variety
of fields, including education, community economic development, agriculture, health,
youth in development, and the environment. By working at the grassroots level,
volunteers serve in developing countries for two years working in their area of expertise.
Current emphasis by the Peace Corps is placed on educating girls, supporting health
initiatives (i.e., elimination of malaria, AIDS relief), and improving food accessibility.
With over 230,000 alumni, there is no doubt the Peace Corps has a history of successful
service (Peacecorps.org, 2018).
An example of a successful service is the Peace Corps’ collaboration with
USAID. By “improving nutrition outcomes for mothers and children, addressing
resiliency to climate-related shocks, and reducing poverty” (Peacecorps.gov, 2018, n.p.),
volunteers in the Peace Corps collaborate with USAID’S Feed the Future initiative work
to increase global food security. While the Peace Corps is only one of 11 agencies that
compose the initiative, their volunteers play a major role in addressing global food
security (Peacecorps.org, 2018).
The Peace Corps two fields most closely linked to this study’s focus area are
agriculture and education. As a volunteer in agriculture, Peace Corps members “work
with small-scale farmers and families to increase food security and production and adapt
to climate change while promoting environmental conservation” (Peacecorps.org, 2018,
n.p.). Much non-formal agricultural education occurs in an agriculture volunteer position.
8

Education volunteers create links between schools, parents, and communities by teaching
in elementary, secondary, and post-secondary schools. Education is the largest volunteer
area, with most volunteers teaching in math, science, or English. Agricultural education is
not taught formally in the Peace Corps (Peace Corps, 2018).
AgriCorps
A non-profit organization founded in 2013, “AgriCorps connects American
Agriculture volunteers to the demand for experiential, school-based, agricultural
education in developing countries” (AgriCorps, 2017, p. 11). To accomplish this,
AgriCorps seeks to achieve three goals, the first of which is to recruit American
agriculturalists who have degrees in agriculture and experience with either FFA or 4-H to
teach agricultural education abroad for one year. The second goal is to provide young,
rural people in developing nations with agricultural education so they can become
healthy, critical thinking agriculturalists. Finally, AgriCorps seeks to teach youth in
developing countries about agriculture technology and methodology so they can
implement the knowledge and assist in providing food for their homes and communities.
As it is a relatively young non-profit organization, AgriCorps is currently active in only
one continent: Africa. With the goal of engaging youth in agriculture as a career,
AgriCorps chose Africa because of the large number of youths in rural areas. As the
median age for Sub-Saharan Africa is 19 and 60% of Africa’s unemployed are youth,
Africa is an appropriate location for AgriCorps to achieve its goals (AgriCorps, 2017).
AgriCorps began dispatching fellows in 2014 for 11 months of service abroad.
Each year, eight to 14 fellows are placed in various African communities. The group of
fellows forms a cohort, which is a group of individuals who engage in a task and share a
9

common set of experiences (Ross, Hoppey, Halsall, McCallum, Hayes, & Hudson, 2005).
For the first three years, fellows were sent only to Ghana. Beginning in 2016, fellows
were also sent to Liberia. Ghana and Liberia were chosen because youth agricultural
programs with structures like American 4-H organizations were already established in
those locations. While fellows are not placed in the same communities as others in their
cohort, each month they meet for a weekend of debriefing and training. In addition, prior
to leaving the U.S., AgriCorps fellows undergo an intense, two-week training program to
prepare them to teach in both formal and non-formal agricultural education placements.
At the time of this study, 48 fellows have served in Ghana and four have served in
Liberia. In chapter three, I will explain why fellows from Liberia were not included in
this study. Being a relatively new organization, long-term impacts of this program are yet
to be determined. However, data on this organization’s reach are promising. As of 2018,
AgriCorps fellows taught over 800 African secondary students, 70 post-secondary
students, and advised over 700 4-H and FFA members, with many of them participating
in contests and workshops. In communities where AgriCorps fellows serve, their work
contributed to a 40% increase in the number of students choosing to study agriculture in
high school. In addition, 125 farmers completed training through extension programs
facilitated by AgriCorps fellows and 1,137 African teachers attended professional
development workshops led by fellows (AgriCorps, 2018).
While other programs send educators abroad to teach about agriculture, many are
county or state based and are small organizations. Additionally, programs based in other
nations exist. For the purposes of this study, a larger, American-based organization with a
consistent experience for educators is needed, as smaller, international organizations may
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define agricultural education differently than is required for this study. Thus, such
organizations are not described here.
Based on the theoretical and conceptual frameworks described in chapter two, and
the methodology explained in chapter three, I chose to work with the AgriCorps
organization for this study. While many programs allow agricultural educators to teach
overseas in developing countries, such as Peace Corps and the Farmer to Farmer (F2F)
initiative, AgriCorps most fully incorporates experiences that may provide a rich context
for participants to engage in transformative learning, as will be described in Chapter two
(Mezirow, 1991). The F2F program length varies from two weeks to two months and
educators often work together in groups rather than individually. The Peace Corps does
not have formal agricultural education positions; rather, volunteers work either in
agriculture or in education. While these are both needed areas for work in developing
nations, the focus of this study in on formal international agricultural education.
For transformative learning (a major tenet of the theoretical framework for this
study) to occur, a person must encounter new experiences which vary from their past
experiences, have the opportunity for rational discourse on their views of their new and
past experiences, and have the opportunity for deep self-reflection. AgriCorps, by
contrast to the previously named international programs, provides the context
appropriately suited for transformative learning as it is a long-term international
experience, fellows are immersed in a new culture by themselves, and monthly meetings
with other fellows who are in similar situations are mandatory, which allows for rational
discourse and then for self-reflection.

11

Rationale
Since international agricultural education research began to appear in peerreviewed journals for agricultural education around 1975, education abroad, international
agricultural education systems, the globalization of American curriculum, and extension
efforts abroad have been the dominant topics for scholarship. Despite the extended time
of this focus on international agricultural education in research, many gaps exist. For
example, few studies evaluate the impact of an international experience on a secondary
agriculture teacher. Their service abroad could impact future teaching in America in
terms of quality, length, and interaction with students, particularly those students who are
international, immigrants, or migrants in the U.S.
According to research (i.e., Hurst, Roberts, & Harder, 2017; Hossain, Moore, &
Elliot, 1995; King & Martin, 1995), secondary agriculture teachers are expected to
globalize their curriculum, but none of the research identified in the review of literature
in chapter two evaluates the perceptions, experiences, or global competencies expected to
be included in that secondary agricultural education curriculum. Research does reflect an
agreeance on the importance of globalizing American curriculum in both secondary, postsecondary, and extension settings due to a decreasing trend of Americans studying abroad
(i.e., Ludwig, 1994; Martin & Elbasher, 1994; Smith, Javartne, Moore, Kistler, and
Smith, 2010). Some studies indicate topics agriculturalists feel are important to be
included in globalized curriculum for adults (i.e., Martin & Elbasher, 1994; Conner,
Gates, & Stripling, 2017; Shinn, Wingenbach, Briers, & Baker, 2009); however, none of
the research evaluates how global competencies are being included in secondary, postsecondary, or extension settings. These studies also failed to address the effectiveness of
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the globalization of American agriculture curriculum. Are teachers just talking about
personal experiences? Do those experiences include meaningful intercultural
interactions? If not, how can global competencies truly be taught? Agricultural educators
who taught abroad could be phenomenal resources and aid in globalizing curriculum as
they could share authentic and meaningful insights to global agriculture. Therefore,
experiences of international agricultural educators should be further researched.
Of the research on education abroad, not a single study evaluates the impact of an
international experience on a secondary agriculture teacher. Instead, most studies focused
on post-secondary students and university faculty, and then only on how those students
benefited from their time abroad (i.e., Dooley & Rouse, 2009; Conner & Roberts, 2016;
Place, 2000). In addition, only one article evaluated secondary students’ experiences
abroad (Ingram, Smith-Hollins, & Radhakrishna, 2009). While understanding how
education abroad impacts participating students is important, more could be learned from
these experiences, such as how students use their experiences upon returning to the U.S.
Furthermore, none of the articles on education abroad assessed, or even defined, a longterm international experience. While research agrees that short-term programs are
beneficial to students and faculty (i.e., Klein & Lawver, 2007; Roberts et al., 2008;
Wingenbach, Chmielewski, Smith, & Piña, Jr., 2006), the potential benefits of a longterm program should also be evaluated. Research is needed to study the under-researched
populations of secondary agriculture teachers and students, as well as first defining, and
then identifying, long-term programs and their impact on both teachers and students.
Additionally, current research only evaluates the impact of travelling and learning abroad
from a short period of time after the trip (ranging from immediately upon return to a year
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after returning). However, if teaching and studying abroad are as transformative as
current research claims, more longitudinal research is needed.
While many researchers recognized the need to understand the context of other
nations’ agricultural education when researching their programs (i.e., Navarro, 2009;
Roberts et al., 2008; Thoron et al., 2010), little research evaluates pedagogical practices
within formal classrooms abroad. Rather, research focused on how American educators
could identify areas of need in professional development and then how to best provide
that training (i.e., Ede, 1987; Edwards, & Duncan, 2008). While that is a noble research
focus, research appears to take the approach that American teaching practices are the
best, regardless of recognition by researchers that context matters in international
agricultural education. This is evidenced by the lack of research on pedagogical practices
from other nations’ agricultural education systems and is noted by several studies (i.e.,
Barrick, Samy, Gunderson, & Thoron, 2009; Davis, 2008; Wettayaprasit & Birkenholz,
1995).
To further highlight a gap in this topic, research on pedagogical practices abroad
focus solely on those brought by Americans, such as Supervised Agricultural Experience
programs, to other nations (Okiror, Matsiko, & Oonyu, 2011). While these practices may
be beneficial to developing nations and do warrant research, further research should be
conducted on common teaching practices of secondary, post-secondary, and extension
agricultural education programs in different countries, as well as on determining methods
through which educators can build their ability to evaluate and understand international
contexts. When evaluating other nations’ agricultural education, it is crucial for
researchers to (a) understand the cultural context of other nations’ programs, (b) evaluate
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how international teaching practices could be used in America to improve our own
educational practices with diverse populations, and (c) determine best practices to share
with future international agricultural educators.
Extension efforts abroad is the least researched of international agricultural
education topics. This could be because many of the international extension programs are
led at the local or state level, resulting in a lack of consistency among them (Rivera,
2008). Most international extension research focused on the methodologies extension
agents use at an international level (i.e., Barrick, Samy, Gunderson, & Thoron, 2009;
Weir & Miranda, 2008). Only one article addressed the impact and benefits of working
abroad for extension agents (Place, Vergot, Dragon, & Hightower, 2008). While further
research is needed in all facets of extension efforts abroad, priority should be given to
evaluating the impact on extension agents. Funding international teaching opportunities is
expensive, and research in this area could prove the value to both the extension agents
and the receivers of their programming abroad.
Educational trends deem a global perspective an important facet of agricultural
education in the U.S. and abroad, as evidenced by the amount of research and
programming relating to international agricultural education. Efforts are being made both
in classrooms in the U.S., such as through globalizing curriculum, and out of classrooms,
such as through education abroad programs. Domestically, increasing global competence
is necessary to prepare students for a successful career in an interconnected world.
Abroad, increasing knowledge about agriculture through education is vital for not only
feeding the world’s steadily growing population, but also for stimulating economies in
developing nations (Tugendhat & Alemu, 2016). Agricultural educators, both as
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researchers and practitioners, may play a major role in addressing these issues. However,
to recruit quality agricultural educators to participate in international agricultural
education, further research is needed to evaluate the impact of this work on the educator.
The importance of this research topic is further reflected in the National Research
Agenda for Agricultural Education (Roberts, Harder, & Brashears, 2016). Priority area
Sufficient Scientific and Professional Workforce that Addresses the Challenges of the 21 st
Century recognizes the need for increased participation in global agricultural education,
as well as the importance of increasing the global mindedness of American agricultural
educators and agricultural students (Roberts, Harder, & Brashears, 2016). Evaluating the
impact of teaching and learning internationally on agricultural educators could be one
way to address this priority area.
Aside from the research briefly mentioned here and further explored in chapter
two, little research has been completed on the cross-cultural issues international
agricultural educators may face. However, with the interdependent relationship between
societies across the world, particularly in agriculture (National Research Council, 2009),
and the need for improved agricultural education in developing countries (Food and
Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 1997), additional research is needed if
American agricultural educators truly want to impact current and future food insecurity in
developing nations.

Purpose and Objectives
The purpose of this qualitative study was to understand the essence of an
international agricultural educator experience. According to Kvale and Brinkman (2009),
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an essence is that which remains constant in variations of a phenomenon; in this case, the
phenomenon was the international agricultural educator experience. To address the needs
in international agricultural education research described above, I evaluated the impact of
international agricultural education on educators who worked through AgriCorps. This
program provided a long-term program in which American agriculturalists engaged in an
international agricultural education experience, thus making this organization a good fit
for the study. More detail on why AgriCorps is an appropriate choice for this study can
be found in chapter three.
By closely studying the essence of the AgriCorps fellow experience, I analyzed
how teaching agriculture abroad was impactful for the educator, both on a personal and
professional level. Understanding this experience could be beneficial in many fields. For
example, understanding the experience of teaching abroad could assist future
international agricultural educators. By describing the day to day life and identifying how
the experience may personally and professionally impact them, these educators could
better prepare for their service abroad. Furthermore, the organizations they work with
could be in a better position to identify training and support services to make the
experience more effective for their educators and those they are educating. With better
preparation for the experience, it is possible that the international agricultural educators
may be able to procure better results, leading to more people in developing countries
being able to contribute to providing food for themselves. Those organizations that rely
on volunteers, like AgriCorps, the Peace Corps, and the Farmer-to-Farmer program may
also be able to use the results of this study to recruit additional volunteers by sharing
some of the experiences former volunteers were able to gain from their service. All these
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things may aid in improving agricultural education in developing nations, potentially
contributing to a more stable food production system and market in developing nations.
Thus, the specific objectives of this study were as follows:
● Objective 1: Describe how AgriCorps fellows experienced the day to day work
related to their position.
● Objective 2: Assess how fellows were personally impacted by their experiences in
AgriCorps.
● Objective 3: Assess how fellows were professionally impacted by their
experiences in AgriCorps.
To achieve these objectives, the following research questions were used:
● What is the essence of the day-to-day experience of being an AgriCorps fellow?
● How does this experience impact personal and professional growth?

Definition of Terms
The following terms have been operationally defined for this study:
1. Agricultural education: According to The Council for Agricultural Education
(2018), “agricultural education is a systematic program of instruction available to
students desiring to learn about the science, business, and technology of plant and
animal production and/or about the environment and natural resources systems”
(n.p.). As the foundation for all work done in AgriCorps, agricultural education
allowed this study to occur.
2. Formal agricultural education: Formal agricultural education refers to teaching
agriculture classes at either a middle, secondary, or post-secondary level (The
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Council for Agricultural Education, 2018). In this study, most work completed by
AgriCorps fellows was done so in a formal setting at either a secondary or postsecondary institution in Ghana as youth are the target population.
3. Non-formal agricultural education: Also known as non-traditional, non-formal
agricultural education is educating others about agriculture in any capacity outside
of a formal classroom. This could include educating community members about
the newest agricultural research from land-grant institutions, teaching clients
about the newest pesticide resistant crop, or even sharing new, sustainable
practices with farmers, such as through an extension office (The National Council
for Agricultural Education, 2018). In this study, some work completed by
AgriCorps fellows occurred in a non-formal setting, such as teaching local
farmers about sustainable agricultural practices or by teaching experiential
learning strategies to other educators.
4. Essence: The purpose of this study is to understand the essence of the AgriCorps
experience. Given (2008) defines essence as “the reality of things as disclosed to
rational thought” (p. 1). Thus, this study seeks to understand the reality of
AgriCorps fellows. This includes all facets of their year of service, their thoughts,
perceptions, and overall experience.
5. Global competence: Global competence is the knowledge and skills necessary to
adapt, communicate, and participate across disciplines and cultural boundaries
(Mansilla & Jackson, 2011). A major part of serving as an international
agricultural educator is experiencing new cultures and learning to live and work
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successfully in them. To accomplish this, AgriCorps fellows must increase their
global competence.
6. International agricultural education experience: An international agricultural
education experience could apply to a variety of experiences, such as an
American high school senior studying how corn production is different in South
America than in the U.S., a graduate student studying abroad in an Asian country
for a month, or even an extension agent taking a travelling tour of agriculture
across Ireland. However, for this study, an international agricultural education
experience is defined as an experience outside of the U.S. in which an American
agriculturalist is either the teacher or facilitator of some facet of agricultural
education, including both formal and non-formal settings. This definition was
chosen because I want to focus this study on experiences in which the American
teacher is actively seeking to teach others in different countries about agriculture.

Chapter Summary
Chapter one provides an overview of the current research and trends in research
for international agricultural education. While developed nations have the advanced
technology and knowledge needed to engage in effective and productive agriculture,
many developing nations lack these resources. As all nations are interconnected,
agricultural educators may play a unique role in the development of new programs to
assist in feeding the world’s ever-growing population and in increasing agricultural
education in developing nations. However, much is unknown about the impact of these
experiences on international agricultural educators. Understanding of the experience of
serving as an agricultural educator abroad may provide valuable information about how
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the experience impacted them, which could further aid in the recruitment and training
processes of such educators. Thus, the purpose of this study was to understand the
essence of such an experience for international agricultural educators, specifically
through the AgriCorps program. Chapter two describes the theoretical basis of this study,
with an emphasis on constructivism, transformative learning theory, experiential learning
theory, and intercultural sensitivity. The conceptual framework, with a focus on the
challenges of living abroad, interacting with host country nationals, and teaching abroad,
is also explained. Finally, a review of literature discusses research on the topic of
international agricultural education. Chapter three describes my positionality and the
proposed research design and data analysis procedures. Chapter four provides the results
and analysis of my study and chapter five gives conclusions and recommendations based
on the findings.
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International agricultural education is needed to improve developing nations’
ability to provide food for their rapidly growing populations and to aid in the
development of stable economies. However, to recruit professionals to teach agriculture
abroad, it is necessary to gain an understanding of how the experience will impact the
professionals to provide adequate training and resources. Furthermore, this knowledge
could aid in the recruitment of educators and in securing funding for non-profit
organizations whose focus is providing and supporting international agricultural
education. An understanding of the learning processes that could occur for educators
while teaching abroad would assist in this endeavor.

Theoretical Framework
This chapter presents the theoretical framework that served as a lens through
which I explored the experiences of participants in a cohort of agricultural educators
engaged in an international agricultural educational program called AgriCorps. This lens
included theoretical perspectives from constructivism (Fosnot, 2005), transformative
learning theory (Mezirow, 1991), experiential learning theory (Kolb, 1976), and models
of cross-cultural interactions (Bennett, 1986; Hottola, 2004; Oberg, 1960). These existing
theories and the relevant literature on international agricultural education informed my
conceptual framework, shown in Figure 3. The developed conceptual framework
included stages of learning (Kolb, 1976; Mezirow, 1991) and the factors which may
impact progression through them. In addition, I reviewed current literature to explain
current findings and expose gaps in international agricultural education research.
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Constructivism
Originally developed by Italian philosopher Giambattista Vico in the 18th century,
constructivism did not garner researcher or educator attention until much later.
Constructivism seen in today’s educational settings has been influenced by well-known
theorists, including Vygotsky, Dewey, Piaget, and Bruner (Tobias & Duffy, 2009).
According to Fosnot (2005), constructivism is “a psychological theory of learning that
describes how structures and deeper conceptual understanding come about, rather than
one that simply characterizes the structures and stages of thought” (p. 30).
According to Doolittle and Camp (1999), constructivism exists on a continuum.
There are three types of constructivism: cognitive, radical, and social. Associated with
the theory of information processing, cognitive constructivism is on one end of the
constructivist continuum. In cognitive constructivism, there is one true external reality,
and learning is seen as “the process of internalization and construction of external reality”
(Doolittle & Camp, 1999, p. 5). Radical constructivism is on the opposite side of the
continuum. In radical constructivism, external reality is subjective in nature (Doolittle &
Camp, 1999). Thus, learners decide what their external reality is based upon their
experiences. However, since the learner is only interpreting their personal reality, true
external reality can never be known (Doolittle & Camp, 1999; von Glaserfeld, 1998).
Thus, radical constructivism is heavily dependent upon context.
The third type of constructivism is a moderate point on the continuum. In social
constructivism, external reality is socially agreed upon and interactions with other
learners are important components of learning (Doolittle & Camp, 1999). By interacting
with peers, a learner can test his or her understanding of content against their perspectives
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(Savery & Duffy, 1995). Through discourse, peers can facilitate further learning as
individuals bring their unique perspective to the attention of others (vonGlaserfield,
1989). Constructivism also emphasizes the importance of learners practicing selfreflection. Engaging in self-reflection allows learners to review recent experiences and
peer perspectives to evaluate discrepancies in their own understanding of the situation.
Once learners have participated in social facilitation and self-reflection, they will
complete their construction of that piece of knowledge (Savery & Duffy, 1995). Thus,
meaning in social constructivism is constructed by a social group rather than solely by an
individual (Doolittle & Camp, 1999).
Of the three types of constructivism, social constructivism most appropriately
framed this study, which focused on participants in an international agricultural education
non-profit organization called AgriCorps. The AgriCorps fellows applied to participate in
the organization and were therefore self-directed. Fellows entered this experience with
the expectation that they would work closely with other AgriCorps fellows and African
teachers, students, and community members. This close association with others prevented
radical constructivism from serving as an appropriate lens for this study, as it focused
entirely on the individual’s perspectives. Serving in AgriCorps is a social experience in
which fellows work closely together and interact with community members of the village
to which they are assigned. The culture of the assigned village was different from the
home culture of the fellows, thus preventing one external truth from being realized by all
parties involved, rendering cognitive constructivism inappropriate for this setting.
Conversely, employing a social constructivist lens allowed me to assess how AgriCorps
fellows’ personal and professional growth were impacted by their service as international
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agricultural educators. Thus, a social constructivist worldview, with a specific theoretical
lens of transformative learning theory and experiential learning theory, was applied to
this study.
In constructivism, learners actively build an understanding and meaning of the
world through their experiences (Crotty, 2004; Fosnot, 1996; Lambert, 2002; Steffe &
Gale, 1995). Active cognition is vital to constructivism because learners must take not
only what they have learned for a specific situation, but also be able to generalize their
learning to determine the proper behavior and cognitive processes for a similar, yet not
exact situation. Furthermore, because each learner experiences the world differently,
context plays an important role in constructivism (Doolittle & Camp, 1999). A learner’s
social and cultural context impacts the perspectives learners use to reflect upon their
experiences. Thus, educators must acknowledge and plan instruction with an awareness
of how a learner’s context might impact their cognitive development (Herman & Gomez,
2009).
A constructivist approach is learner-centered, requiring learners to explore new
content with minimal guidance from an instructor in a real-world context (Brown,
Collins, & Duguid, 1989). This learner-centered, real-world exploration is what allows
learners to continuously make observations, analyze, and interpret new information to
construct their own understanding of the content (Brown et al., 1989). Common strategies
employed by constructivist educators include discovery learning, experiential learning,
and problem-based learning (Tobias & Duffy, 2009). These strategies often include realworld problems that are ill-defined, open-ended, and require self-directed learners
(Doolittle & Camp, 1999; Savery & Duffy, 1995).
25

Transformative Learning Theory
The major guiding theory of this study is Mezirow’s (1991) transformative
learning theory. Mezirow (1991) developed transformative learning theory in response to
a:
need for a learning theory that can explain how adult learners make sense or
meaning of their experiences, the nature of the structures that influence the way
they construe experience, the dynamics involved in modifying meanings, and the
way the structures of meaning themselves undergo changes when learners find
them to be dysfunctional (p. xii).
With a constructivist base, transformative learning requires learners to build
understanding based on their experiences. However, Mezirow (1991) made a distinction
between learning and transformative learning. For learning to be transformative, a
perspective change must occur. Mezirow (1997) expanded this definition to clarify four
ways in which perspectives can change: (a) elaboration of a current point of view, (b)
establishment of a new point of view, (c) alteration of a prior view to include pieces of a
new perspective, or (d) revision of a habit due to a critical assessment of the learner’s
beliefs.
To achieve a perspective change, three types of learning must occur: instrumental,
communicative, and emancipatory (Habermas, 1984; Habermas, 1987). Instrumental
learning “centrally involves determining cause-effect relationships and learning through
task-oriented problem solving” (Mezirow, 1991, p. 73). In other words, instrumental
learning is learning to manipulate the environment. For example, being able to describe
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all aspects that go into producing a play (i.e., writing the script, designing costumes,
building sets, casting actors) is instrumental learning. This closely follows Dewey’s
(1938) explanation of learning through hypothesizing, anticipation of consequences,
testing the hypothesis, and then retesting to establish validity. Thus, when transformation
occurs through instrumental learning, the learner has identified a way to impact a cause
and effect relationship in a real-world setting to gain an outcome he or she desires.
The second type of learning, communicative, is “learning to understand what
others mean and to make ourselves understood as we attempt to share ideas” (Mezirow,
1991, p. 75). For example, understanding the underlying themes in a musical or play is
communicative learning. Communicative learning is not an individual action; rather,
individuals must interact with others to achieve this type of learning. Thus,
communicative learning is heavily dependent upon social norms and is the ability to
foster learning through and with other people (Habermas, 1971). Rational discourse, or
social facilitation via conversation between peers, is one method through which
communicative learning occurs. According to Mezirow (1991), the following conditions
are optimal for rational discourse to occur between individuals:
1) have accurate and complete information
2) be free from coercion and distorting self-deception
3) be able to weigh evidence and assess arguments objectively
4) be open to alternative perspectives
5) be able to become critically reflective upon presuppositions and their
consequences
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6) have equal opportunity to participate (including the chance to challenge,
question, refute, and reflect and to hear others do the same), and
7) be able to accept an informed, objective, and rational consensus as a legitimate
test of validity (p. 77-78).
Emancipatory learning occurs through self-reflection and allows learners to
identify and challenge distorted perspectives while being free of the social norms learners
have always seen as limitations outside of human control (i.e., institutional, linguistic,
epistemic, or environmental forces) (Mezirow, 1991). For example, understanding why
one reacts to a play’s underlying meaning in a specific way is emancipatory learning.
This type of learning closely follows Habermas’s (1971) emphasis on critical reflection
as allowing learners an opportunity to understand and integrate their experiences more
fully. According to Mezirow (1991), reflection is only critical when it “involves a
searching view of the unquestioningly accepted presuppositions that sustain our fears,
inhibitions, and patterns of interaction, such as our reaction to rejection, and their
consequences in our relationships” (p. 87).
Instrumental, communicative, and emancipatory learning can occur in any stage
of the continual process of transformative learning. Mezirow (1991) presented the ten
stages of transformative learning:
1) A disorienting dilemma
2) Self-examination with feelings of guilt or shame
3) A critical assessment of epistemic, sociocultural, or psychic assumptions
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4) Recognition that one’s discontent and the process of transformation are shared
and that others have negotiated a similar change
5) Exploration of options for new roles, relationships, and actions
6) Planning a course of action
7) Acquisition of knowledge and skills for implementing one’s plans
8) Provisional trying of new roles
9) Building of competence and self-confidence in new roles and relationships; and
10) A reintegration into one’s life on the basis of conditions dictated by one’s new
perspective (p. 168-169).
Mezirow’s (1991) transformative learning theory closely aligns with Vygotsky’s
(1978) theory of cognitive development. Based on a constructivist epistemology,
Vygotsky (1978) asserts that learning is dependent upon several factors: language,
environment, and social interaction. Learners experience situations in their environment,
and as young children develop language (of the home environment) social interactions
occur more frequently with an exchange of ideas from all participants. As learners age,
the complexity of their social interactions increases, further allowing learners to engage
in rational discourse, which assists in building their understanding of the world (Cole &
Bruner, 1971). Furthermore, learners subconsciously identify, grasp, and adopt social
norms through these interactions (Gigerenzer, 2007). Being able to fully understand the
implications of how a social environment impacts one’s perspectives requires that one go
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through each of the three types of learning (instrumental, communicative, and
emancipatory) as described by Mezirow (1991).
Many researchers have continued to explore transformative learning theory
through their own studies (i.e., Hunter, 1980; Janik, 2005; Taylor, 1997). While many
agree with transformative learning theory, some critiques arose. Pietrykowski (1998)
asserted that true emancipatory learning cannot occur because it “does not tolerate
difference in the social construction of diverse communities of knowledge and
educational practice” (p. 90). In addition, Pope (1996) claimed that the phases Mezirow
set forth “do not adequately explain the long-term processes of transformation” (p. 176).
Despite the criticism of transformative learning theory, it has been used in
research in international education (Strange & Gibson, 2017), as well as international
agricultural education (Brown, Roberts, Whiddon, Goosen, & Kacal, 2015; Foster,
Sankey Rice, Foster, & Barrick, 2014; Roberts & Edwards, 2016). Brown et al. (2015)
found that the shared experiences of urban students in agricultural education classes
followed the stages of transformative learning, while Foster et al. (2014) found that preservice agricultural educators who participated in a short-term study abroad trip returned
to the U.S. with a transformed perception that led to increased global competency.
Furthermore, research indicates that when transformative learning is used in conjunction
with service-learning (Roberts & Edwards, 2016) and experiential learning (Strange &
Gibson, 2017), transformative outcomes can also occur.
For this study, transformative learning theory provided a lens through which I
evaluated the AgriCorps fellow experience. Because Mezirow’s (1991) transformative
learning theory is linear, the ten stages of learning presented must occur over time.
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Because fellows served for 11 months, time was provided in this study. Furthermore, the
literature presented later in this chapter indicates that international travel, particularly
within an educational realm, provides lasting impacts on those who engage in the travel
(i.e., Conner & Roberts, 2016; Ingram, Smith-Hollings, & Radhakrishna, 2009; Stephens
& Little, 2008). As fellows constructed their understanding of their experience in
AgriCorps, transformative learning theory provides an appropriate lens through which to
examine and evaluate that process with fellows.
Experiential Learning Theory
Constructivism serves as the basis of experiential learning, which has been a
keystone of agricultural education for decades (Knobloch, 2003; Roberts, 2016).
Experiential learning theory is also frequently seen in international agricultural education
(i.e., Bruening, Lopez, McCormick, & Dominguez, 2002; Dooley & Rouse, 2009;
Wingenbach, Chmielewski, Smith, & Piña, Jr., 2006). Kolb (1976), heavily influenced by
John Dewey and Kurt Lewin, described experiential learning as a four-stage cycle as
shown in Figure 1. In this section, I describe experiential learning theory and offer
connections to Mezirow’s transformative learning tenets.
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Figure 1 Kolb’s (1976) Model of Experiential Learning
Concrete
Experience

Active
Active

Reflective
Reflective

Experimentation
Experimentation

Observation
Observation

Abstract
Abstract
Conceptualization
Conceptualization

The first stage in experiential learning is the concrete experience in which a
person initially encounters a phenomenon. Exposure to a new phenomenon can be
disorienting to learners, as they must determine if their prior perspectives match the new
experience. Thus, the first stage in experiential learning could also be the first stage of
transformative learning in which a learner encounters a disorienting dilemma (Mezirow,
1991).
This encounter is followed by the reflective observation stage, during which the
learner revisits his or her experience and assesses the experience from a variety of
perspectives (Kolb, 1976), like the self-examination and subsequent critical reflection
steps described by Mezirow (1991).
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After evaluating the various perspectives, the learner develops theories about the
experience in the abstract conceptualization stage, often by seeking advice from others
and researching potential solutions (Kolb, 1976). The learner must also decide on next
steps. This stage is like Mezirow’s (1991) fourth step of recognizing how others have
encountered similar situations and the fifth step of exploring options for new roles,
relationships, and actions.
Finally, the learner engages in the final stage of Kolb’s (1976) model, active
experimentation, and begins testing the theories developed in the abstract
conceptualization stage. Within this stage, learners must plan a course of action, acquire
the skills and knowledge needed for the experimentation, and provisionally try the new
role. According to Mezirow (1991), this process would inevitably lead to the building of
competence and self-confidence in the learner, which could prepare them to restart
Kolb’s (1976) cycle of experiential learning. At that point, the learner can continue the
cycle at a deeper level by reintegrating lessons learned into their everyday life and
furthering their understanding of the topic at hand (Kolb, 1976; Mezirow, 1991). Figure 2
demonstrates how Kolb’s (1976) cycle of experiential learning and Mezirow’s (1991)
stages of transformative learning could interact.
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Figure 2 Conceptual Framework
Includes elements of Kolb’s (1974) Experiential Learning Theory Model (seen in bold
font) and Mezirow’s (1991) Transformative Learning Theory stages (seen in italicized
font), as well as factors impact the AgriCorps experience as identified by relevant
literature (seen in regular font).
Concrete Experience
•

Disorienting dilemma
o Challenges
o Isolation
o Interactions
with
Ghanaians

Concrete Experience
•

Reintegration
o Global
competence
o Career
o Actions at home

Active Experimentation
•
•
•
•

Planning course of
action
Acquisition of
knowledge and skills
needed
Provisionally trying
new role
Building competence

Reflective Observation

•

Self-examination with
feelings of guilt or
shame
Critical assessment of
assumptions

Shared Experiences

Abstract Conceptualization
•

•

Learner

•

Exploration of
options for new roles,
relationships, and
actions

Interactions with
other fellows

Researchers in international agricultural education emphasize the importance of
experiential learning in the transfer of agricultural knowledge, technology, and processes
34

(i.e., Heinert & Roberts, 2016; Lamm, Cannon, Roberts, Irani, Snyder, Brendemuhl, &
Rodriguez, 2011; Sandlin, Murphrey, Lindber, & Dooley, 2013). Hailed as one of the
most important factors in the success of international agricultural education, experiential
learning facilitates cross-cultural communication and allows learners to see how content
they learn can be applied in unique situations (Csaki, 1999; Miller & Madou-Bangurah,
1993; Spielman, Ekbor, Davis, & Ochieng, 2008; Tugendhat & Alemu, 2016; & Xu, Li,
Qi, Tang, & Mukwereza, 2016). Through the four stages, learners (in this study,
AgriCorps fellows) who live and work in developing nations take information provided
to them via international agricultural education and apply it to local agricultural
challenges and develop unique solutions, thus leading to progress in the developing
nations’ agricultural industry.
While experiential learning theory has many parallels with transformative
learning theory, they are not identical and each brought a unique lens to analyze the
phenomenon of serving as an AgriCorps fellow. Experiential learning theory is iterative,
acknowledging that learning is never over; as a learner reflects, conceptualizes, and
experiments in response to a stimulus, he or she inevitably experiences new stimuli that
continues the learning (Kolb, 1976). This theory allowed me to better understand how
AgriCorps fellows experienced specific events, reflected on them, conceptualized their
thoughts and next steps, experimented with their chosen steps, and then began the cycle
over again. Thus, the experiential learning lens focused not only on what is learned from
experiencing something new, but also how that new knowledge sparked new questions
and ideas that the learner then tried, furthering their learning. In this study, experiential
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learning theory also played a role in the analysis of how the fellows’ learned during their
year of service.
In contrast, transformative learning theory is linear; the first step must occur for
the second to follow (Mezirow, 1991). The basis of transformative learning is very
individualistic. While rational discourse occurs with other people as a part of
transformative learning, learners must focus on their own reflections and prior
constructed learning to further build their own knowledge from their prior experiences
with the new experience. Thus, it was possible fellows used experiential learning to
interact with Ghanaians and each other, and these interactions may have led to
transformative learning within the fellows themselves. The evaluation of how
experiential events may have led to transformative learning and the use of these theories
in building the interview guide (more detail on the development of the interview guide
can be found in chapter three and the complete interview guide can be found in Appendix
A), which allowed me to evaluate how those events collectively impacted the overall
experience of AgriCorps fellows.
Models of Cross-Cultural Interactions
Also included in the theoretical framework for this study was models of crosscultural interactions. AgriCorps fellows navigated not only living amongst host country
nationals, but they also learned to build rapport and teach Ghanaians and Liberians. As
the goal of this research was to understand the lived experiences of these international
agricultural educators, I needed to understand the complex experiences and perspectives
of AgriCorps fellows. Understanding the cross-cultural interactions in international
agricultural education is especially important because those who work in situations with
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diverse audiences must be cognizant of how culture and cross-cultural issues impact their
work (Woods, 2004). Cross-cultural education requires teachers to transform curricula so
that it fits the context of the environment in which learners live and work (Bensimon,
1994). However, content cannot be the only adjustment made for educators to be
successful in cross-cultural situations; teaching practices must also change (Banks, 1990;
Flannery & Ward, 1999; U.S. Department of Education, 1992). Additionally, to address
cross-cultural issues educators should attain cultural competence, or the ability, skills,
and attitudes needed to work effectively in cross-cultural situations (Haley, 1999).
According to Woods (2004),
“a culturally competent system within agricultural education should incorporateat all levels- the importance of culture, the assessment of cross-cultural relations,
vigilance towards the dynamics that result from cultural differences, the
expansion of cultural knowledge and the adaptation of services to meet culturally
unique needs” (p. 12).
Thus, it is of paramount importance that international agricultural educators be aware of
the issues and potential solutions they may face in cross-cultural situations.
In international agricultural education, educators such as AgriCorps fellows often
find themselves immersed in new cultures. In these instances, the culture of the educator
becomes the microculture, or minority. This was especially true with AgriCorps fellows
as they worked independently for long periods of time in an international context.
Adapting to a new culture is a process that can present unique challenges. For example,
in both Oberg’s (1960) culture shock model and Hottola’s (2004) modified u-curve of
culture shock, travelers first experience cultural confusion, marked by disillusionment.
37

Hottola (2004) asserts that in this period of disillusionment, travelers may need to leave
the new culture for a metaworld, or a place where the traveler’s own culture is dominant.
Metaworlds can be found in many places, including with a group of fellow travelers or in
phone calls to loved ones at home. In the AgriCorps experience, metaworlds were found
in monthly AgriCorps meetings, where all fellows met for a weekend of training and
debriefing, texting through WhatsApp, and visits to each other’s sites.
Furthermore, during the early stages of cultural adaptation where travelers
struggle to function in the new culture, communication with those of the new culture can
be challenging (Conner, Roberts, & Stern, 2016). Language and communication barriers
can further lead to negative experiences, frustration, and cultural avoidance (Conner et
al., 2016). However, Foster, Rice, Foster, and Barrick (2014) found that after college
students completed a short-term international program, the students reported an increased
ability and confidence in using appropriate verbal and non-verbal behavior to
communicate with diverse audiences, therefore indicating that issues with cultural
adaptation and consequently, communication, can be overcome in a short period of time
in an international agricultural education setting.
Despite the promising findings of research, Hottola (2004) and Oberg’s (1960)
work revolves around travelers, not people who live and teach abroad for 11 months.
Conner et al. (2016) and Foster et al.’s (2014) studies focused on undergraduate students
and short-term experiences abroad. Little research exists on long-term international
agricultural education and the difficulties faced by those educators regarding cultural
adaptation. Research is needed in this area to learn more about the experiences of longterm international agricultural educators to determine what training, resources, and
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support are needed for successful integration into new cultures. For that reason, Hottola’s
(2004) and Oberg’s (1960) work alone are not a sufficient lens through which to evaluate
the AgriCorps experience.
Therefore, I used Bennett’s (1986) Model of Intercultural Sensitivity as an
additional lens for my study. Bennett (1986) developed this model to describe how
people handle cross-cultural experiences. The model is based upon a continuum with six
stages (see Figure 3). Each stage represents a way that someone can interpret cultural
differences in cross-cultural situations. As a person goes through the stages, their
intercultural sensitivity increases (Bennett, 1986). Using this model allowed me to learn
about the process through which AgriCorps fellows experienced the culture of their
placements and adapted during their year of service. Furthermore, I discovered crosscultural issues and solutions through which resulted in the growth of intercultural
sensitivity, and the transformation of perspectives.
Figure 3 Bennett’s (1986) Model of Intercultural Sensitivity

The left side of the continuum is collectively referred to as ethnocentric, which is
“where one’s own worldview is unchallenged as central to all reality” (Bennett, 1986, p.
182). Ethnocentrism has three stages: denial, defense, and minimization. In the first stage,
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denial, social or physical isolation prevents a person from exposure or contact to cultures
different from their own. Stereotyping is characteristic of the denial stage. Interestingly,
after spending an extended time in a new culture, some people complete what Bennett
(1986) termed a “reversal”, which is when the person believes the new culture is superior
to their original one. According to Bennett (1986), this is common among Peace Corps
volunteers. As the Peace Corps program is similar to AgriCorps, this was something I
was cognizant of during data collection and analysis. In the second stage, a person will
first recognize a difference from their culture and another they have been exposed to, and
then the person will try to reason, or counter, the differences. The last ethnocentric phase
is minimization. In this phase, a person minimizes the importance of cultural differences,
instead choosing to believe that the differences are inconsequential (Bennett, 1986).
The right side of the continuum is referred to as ethnorelative, which is the
antonym of ethnocentric. Ethnorelativism also has three stages: acceptance, adaptation,
and integration. The fourth stage, acceptance, is the start of ethnorelativism. According to
Bennett (1986, p. 184), “at this stage, cultural difference is both acknowledged and
respected. Difference is perceived as fundamental, necessary, and preferable in human
affairs”. There are two major areas in which acceptance occurs: (1) differences in cultural
behaviors and (2) differences in cultural values. The fifth stage, adaptation, is
characterized by empathy and the willingness to allow an understanding of cultural
differences to dictate appropriate behaviors based on the culture in which they are located
at the time. Finally, the sixth stage, integration, occurs when a person successfully
navigates and participates in multiple cultures (Bennett, 1986).
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In conclusion, the combination of transformative learning theory (Mezirow,
1991), experiential learning theory (Kolb, 1976), and various models of cross-cultural
interactions (Bennett, 1986; Hottola, 2004; Oberg, 1960) provided an appropriate
framework with which to understand the essence of the AgriCorps experience. As the
conditions for each learning theory and model were met in the AgriCorps experience, I
was able to evaluate if and how the experience of serving as a fellow and navigating
cross-cultural interactions led to transformative learning for the international agricultural
educators. Then, based on the learning and growth the fellows’ gain from this
phenomenon, I investigated how fellows changed professionally and personally as a
result of their time as an international agricultural educator in AgriCorps. (I will further
explain how I accomplished this in chapter three.) Each of the learning theories and
models contributed to the further evaluation of the impact of teaching agriculture
internationally. As discussed in Chapter one, agricultural education is essential to many
aspects of a healthy global standard of living and economy (Csaki, 1999, Lindley, Van
Crowder, & Doron, 1996; Xu, Ling, Tang, & Mukwereza, 2016); therefore, this study,
through the use of a theoretical framework consisting of these two theories and three
models, may provide important insights on how those teaching agriculture abroad are
impacted and potentially lead to suggestions for programs that send agricultural educators
abroad. With this information, international agricultural education practices may be
improved to further impact the health of global agriculture and the growing world
population.
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Theoretical Framework and International Agricultural Education
To learn how to address the cross-cultural challenges described by Oberg (1960),
Bennett (1986), and Hottola (2004), international agricultural educators often receive
training on teaching abroad. Research indicates international agricultural educators face
several challenges in cross-cultural experiences, including gaining international
experiences outside of teaching and understanding the context of agricultural education in
another country (Conner & Roberts, 2013); preparing for teaching abroad by working
with diverse learners prior to leaving the U.S. (Talbert & Edwin, 2008); understanding
the importance of context on learning situations (Conner & Roberts, 2013); and
understanding the organizational development of international educational institutions
(Strong & Harder, 2011).
Research suggests that field experience, or traveling or studying abroad, prior to
teaching agriculture internationally is an effective way to prepare for work in crosscultural settings and can prepare teachers to work with a globalized curriculum (Brawner,
Stephens, Brawner, Stripling, & Eash, 2016; Conner & Roberts, 2013; Place et al., 2008;
Wingenbach et al., 2006). If international field experiences are not possible, teaching
diverse learners may also develop cross-cultural competencies (Stephens & Little, 2008;
Talbert & Edwin, 2008). Such international experiences led to several changes within
educators, including an increased ability to work with others, especially minorities;
enhanced understanding of the cooperation needed between local and international
stakeholders in solving complex issues; and a greater appreciation for the needs of third
world countries (Place et al., 2008). Furthermore, educators with international experience
reported higher levels of global mindedness (Brawner et al., 2016; Smith, Jayaratne,
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Moore, Kistler, & Smith, 2010). Brawner et al. (2016) also found that the students of
educators with higher levels of global competence also exhibited increased levels of
intercultural competencies.
One aspect of global competence in international situations is understanding the
context of the situation in which international teachers are working (Cardozier, 1968;
Conner & Roberts, 2013; Conner, Roberts, & Harder, 2013; Martin & bin Sajilan, 1989).
The first step in reaching this understanding is to identify the expectations of the
stakeholders in the new culture (Kitts, 1964). Bin Yahya and Moore (1988) emphasized
that “what works in America may not work in a less-developed nation” (p. 12).
Additionally, the needs of students in America may be very different than the needs of
students in developing nations.
Regardless of whether an agricultural educator works in a formal or non-formal
setting, a major aspect of the culture involved is the preferred, or norm, in pedagogical
approaches. For example, in Nigeria teacher-centered learning is prevalent, while in
America many instructors favor independent learning. When Nigerian students studied at
an Illinois community college, the clash between desired pedagogical approach by the
instructors and students led to misunderstandings, distrust, and frustration on both sides
(Peuse, 1983). This level of misconception was further explored by Vicenti and Torres
(1998), who identified preferred modes of instruction as a major factor in student
enrollment of American Indians in agriculture programs. American agriculture teachers
recognize the need to adjust learning opportunities to not only include a variety of
pedagogical approaches to recruit and retain diverse students, but also the need to
develop, distribute, and use educational materials that are directed to the interests of
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diverse learners (Warren & Alston, 2007). Thus, American agricultural educators in
international and cross-cultural situations may expect to address the issue of exploring
and understanding the context in which they are working by determining effective
pedagogical approaches, ways to merge conflicting practices, and provide opportunities
for the new culture to shine through curriculum and pedagogical practices.
In short, context matters in international agricultural education. Roberts, Thoron,
Barrick, and Samy (2008) suggest that, “Prior to working in an international setting,
immerse yourself in the culture of the country in which the work will occur. The
temptation is always to ‘Americanize’ others, imposing the values and structures that are
common in the United States upon them” (p. 87). Due to the importance of having prior
international experience and practice in understanding the context of agriculture in other
nations, only those who have travelled abroad were eligible for fellowship in AgriCorps.
Before embarking on their year of service, AgriCorps fellows completed further training
to prepare for the cross-cultural experiences of teaching agriculture internationally.
Training topics included identifying and resolving culture shock, developing intercultural
sensitivity, learning about Ghanaian and Liberian cultures, implementing methods of
effectively sharing the AgriCorps message within Ghana and Liberia, developing
methods of and practicing self-reflection, team building with other fellows, and engaging
community members in programming. Each of these training topics related to the theories
used as the foundation for this study. Culture shock and understanding the host nations’
cultures followed in line with Oberg (1960), Bennett (1986), and Hottola (2004).
Collaboration with team members and purposeful self-reflection followed Mezirow
(1991) and Kolb (1976).
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Fellows’ training, in addition to their experiences as they complete their year of
service, developed several unique factors of the AgriCorps educational context that
impacted this study, including challenges of living abroad, challenges of interactions with
host country nationals, and challenges of teaching with the host country. To understand
these factors, I used several lenses to understand the cross-cultural experiences of
AgriCorps fellows as my conceptual framework.

Conceptual Framework
Moving from the left to right sides of Bennett’s (1986) Model of Intercultural
Sensitivity through the development of global competency does not happen overnight and
may be impacted by many different events. This conceptual framework examines the
potential impact of challenges of living abroad, challenges of interacting with host
country nationals, and challenges of teaching in the host country on the learning
experience of selected AgriCorps participants as they adjusted to their roles as
international agricultural educators.
Challenges of Living Abroad
Immersion in a new culture for even a small amount of time can be challenging
(Hottola, 2004; Oberg, 1960), and immersion in international agricultural education
contexts is no exception (Conner & Roberts, 2016; Conner et al., 2016). Learning to live
and work in a completely new environment with the goal of inciting change meant
fellows would face innumerable challenges during their year of service.
Physical challenges are often the first obstacle faced when living in a new
location. For example, a study of Peace Corps volunteers found that most health
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problems faced by volunteers were preventable diseases, most often including skin,
gastrointestinal, and respiratory infections (Leutscher & Bagley, 2003). Because
AgriCorps fellows served in settings like those of Peace Corps volunteers, it was likely
they faced similar health issues.
Emotional challenges exist as well, and may include the culture shock process,
self-awareness of cultural differences, creativity and problem-solving development as the
fellow adjusts to the new culture, developing communication skills with those of the new
culture, feelings of value (or lack of value) as an outsider in a new community, and
feelings of being included or excluded from the new culture (Conner, Roberts, & Sterns,
2016). Culture shock, or, “a set of emotional reactions to the loss of perceptual
reinforcements from one’s own culture to new stimuli which have little or no meaning
and to the misunderstanding of new and diverse experiences,” (Adler, 1975, p. 13),
demonstrates how each of these things could be disorienting dilemmas in the
transformative process. However, within these dilemmas there is potential for growth
(Kohls, 2001).
One aspect of serving as a fellow may have been extremely disorientating: the
isolation of the fellow (Constantinian et al., 2008). Each fellow was placed in different
communities. While they met monthly, fellows were geographically separated from other
AgriCorps members for most of their service. Furthermore, AgriCorps fellows were seen
as having a leadership position in the community as both a teacher and an agricultural
specialist. It is possible that being in this leadership role could have caused isolation
within their new communities and contributed to the development of dissonance, which is
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the “incongruence between participants’ prior frame of reference and aspects of the
contextual factors,” (Kiely, 2005, p. 8) of learning experiences.
In some instances, isolation is beneficial, such as when a learner processes his or
her experiences through self-reflection (Kiely, 2005). When exploring the lived
experiences of post-secondary agriculture students who participated in an international
agricultural service-learning program in Uganda, Roberts and Edwards (2016) found that
isolation provided an environment in which the participants had the space and time to
analyze and learn from the challenges of living and working abroad. This self-awareness
may lead to both positive and negative revelations (i.e., awareness of differences between
oneself and others or identifying how one’s perspectives may not be valid in the new
community).
Both the physical and emotional challenges of living abroad may cause
dissonance (Kiely, 2005). Dissonance, while initially challenging, may be a positive
result of living abroad once resolved. Roberts and Edwards (2016), for example, found
that transformative service-learning in an international agricultural context includes
experiencing and addressing dissonance. In this context, dissonance could provide a
similar experience as Mezirow’s (1991) disorienting dilemma in that one’s perspective is
effectively challenged when a new situation is approached.
Within each physical and emotional challenge, fellows had opportunities to grow
based upon their own unique experiences, which then further informed the fellows’
experiences in their year of service. For example, the feelings of homesickness, combined
with a feeling of exclusion from the community, might have increased feelings of
isolation and caused the development of a negative perspective towards the fellow’s role.
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Alternatively, if the fellow was welcomed in the new community, a positive perspective
could develop. Returning to the U.S. also presented a challenge as fellows had to deal
with reverse culture shock, which could have caused further changes in perspective
(Constantinian, Guinyard, Hermosisima, Lehman, & Webb, 2008; Tan & Nabb, 2012).
Reverse culture shock is strongest in those who enjoyed their time abroad and feel
satisfied with their accomplishments (Huff, 2001). Furthermore, those who have returned
from abroad sometimes experience negative feelings towards their home cultures, which
is the “most difficult hurdle in the entire cycle of international life” (Werkman, 1980, p.
233).
2.1.1.1 Interactions with Other Fellows
To deal with the challenges of culture shock, it is sometimes necessary for the
person living internationally to seek the support and fellowship of friends and family
(Gaw, 2000). In AgriCorps, fellows provided this support to each other during their
monthly training sessions, where they formed a metaworld. Metaworlds, as explained
above, provide a brief reprieve in the form of a small community with the fellows’ home
culture. During this reprieve, fellows had the opportunity to talk through their challenges,
engage in self-reflection, and then adapt to their culture shock, accept cultural
differences, and integrate those differences into their daily lives (Hottola, 2004; Oberg,
1960). In addition to providing support through culture shock, peers are an important part
of the processing stage of transformative learning as they provide opportunities for
rational discourse and emotional support (Kiely, 2005; Roberts & Edwards, 2016).
Studies found this to be in several international agricultural education contexts, including
service-learning programs (Sandmann, Kiely, & Grenier, 2009) and study abroad
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programs (Black et al., 2013; Conner et al., 2016; Northfell, Edgar, Miller, & Cox, 2013).
Thus, the interaction between fellows played a significant role in the experiences of an
AgriCorps fellow.
Challenges of Interacting with Host Country Nationals
An additional factor which could have impacted the experiences of a fellow was
the interaction with those in his or her new community. Personal connections with
learners in cross-cultural settings are extremely important because “the success of an
agricultural extension program in any particular locality tends to be directly related to the
extent of personal contact between the people of that locality and the staff” (Kouzekanani
& Miller, 1985, p. 27). Lindner and Dolly (2012) further argue it is vital to “recognize
that little happens in isolation and create regional/global sustainable partnership/linkages
with governments, NGOs [non-governmental organizations], researchers and educators”
(p. 6). Their findings are also supported by several other studies (Black, Moore,
Wingenbach, & Rutherford, 2013; Huerta & Morris, 2006; Johnson, Creighton, &
Norland, 2006; Ngomane, 2010; Sandmann et al., 2009), particularly in the importance
of working with indigenous stakeholders. To build effective personal connections in
international agricultural education, Thoron, Barrick, Roberts, Gunderson, and Samy
(2010) recommend seeking to understand the context from which the learners come,
being flexible in plans, ensuring quality communication, and being approachable and
comfortable in international situations.
AgriCorps fellows’ roles required them to interact with a diverse range of
stakeholders. To be successful, fellows had to work cooperatively with Ghanaian and
Liberian teachers, administrators, and students. In addition, they were required to build
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relationships with farmers and other community members. Because fellows interacted
daily with these stakeholders, many opportunities for transformative environments may
have existed. Unfortunately, building personal connections took time and cultural
adaptation from the fellows. As described earlier, cultural adaptation is a significant issue
faced by those in cross-cultural settings. According to Conner and Roberts (2015), one
way to move through the process of cultural adaptation is to work diligently on
overcoming communication barriers through the use of both verbal and non-verbal
method of communication. Once communication begins, the personal relationships
described above can begin to form, propelling fellows into the cultural growth phase of
cultural adaptation (Conner & Roberts, 2015).
The effect of interactions with people of the new culture is further reflected in
Kiely’s (2005) stages of transformative service-learning, specifically in the final phase of
connecting. Connecting “is learning to effectively understand and empathize through
relationships with community members, peers, and faculty. It is learning through
nonreflective modes such as sensing, sharing, feeling, caring, participating, relating,
listening, comforting, empathizing, intuiting, and doing” (Kiely, 2005, p. 8). Roberts and
Edwards (2016) identified similar results on the importance of connecting with
community members. Fellows interacted with their new community members in all the
ways listed as connecting activities at some point during their year of service, again
leading to the potential for transformative learning to have occurred.
As fellows connected with the people in their new communities, they likely
gained an understanding of the variety of problems in international agriculture and
specifically within the context of Ghana, Liberia, and similar developing nations.
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Similarly, American agriculture students who studied abroad indicated that not only did
they increase their knowledge of international agriculture, but they also increased their
awareness of the importance of understanding the local culture when working abroad
(Dooley & Rouse, 2009). In instances where American agricultural students lived with
host families, daily interactions with the hosts had a significant impact on exposing
students to the host country’s culture. Furthermore, agriculture students agreed that their
host families were, “their favorite aspect of the experience and expected to maintain a
relationship with their host families after returning to the United States” (Northfell et al.,
2013, p. 50). Although fellows did not always live with a host family, they typically
worked with the same families multiple times throughout the year. Thus, the interactions
between the Ghanaians, Liberians, and AgriCorps fellows played an important role in the
overall experience of the fellows.
Challenges of Teaching in the Host Country
While fellows interacted with host country nationals in a variety of roles, such as
neighbors and consumers of goods and services, the purpose of fellows’ service was to
interact with Ghanaians and Liberians as agricultural educators. Teaching internationally
brought its own set of unique challenges, particularly with the global competence of
fellows. Fellows were chosen in part because of their background and expertise in
agriculture; they must have a bachelor’s degree in an agricultural field, experience in
either 4-H or FFA, and hands-on experience with production agriculture. All AgriCorps
fellows earned their degrees in America, and thus their expertise was contextual to not
only the U.S., but also to the region in which they studied. While some agricultural
practices are the same throughout the world (i.e., identifying nutrient deficiencies based
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on plant leaf appearance), there are many which must be modified to fit the new context.
Thus, developing global competency was an important component of teaching
internationally.
To begin the development of global competence, fellows underwent significant
training before going abroad. Feinberg (2013) argues that the training of international
educators aids in the assimilation process in new cultures and contributes to the
successful accomplishment of programmatic goals. Thus, the development of global
competence may begin as early as training for volunteers who work internationally. In
addition to training prior to going abroad, engaging in global service-learning is an
effective way to increase global competence development (Hartman & Kiely, 2014;
Strong & Harder, 2011). As a result of this development, Mansilla and Jackson (2011)
explain that four potential outcomes exist, including investigating, recognizing different
perspectives, communicating ideas, and acting. Foster et al. (2014) indicate that
agriculture students who participated in a transformative experience abroad increased
their global competence by increasing their ability to explain the interdependence of the
global economy and articulate the impact of differential access to knowledge and
resources. Therefore, AgriCorps fellows increased their global competence as a result of
expanding their knowledge of global agriculture and the needs of developing countries,
identifying potential areas for international agricultural development, and their extended
international service (Bruening et al., 2002; Cross, 1998; Kiely, 2004; Strange & Gibson,
2017).
The development of global competence while teaching internationally impacts the
educator far past their time of service. After completing international work, it is common
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for those who have served abroad to alter their career plans. This occurred so often that
the Peace Corps developed a Career Information Service for returned volunteers, as many
sought work that carried some of the same responsibility, satisfaction, and room for
initiative that they experienced overseas (Calvert, 1966). This phenomenon was also
found within the context of international agricultural education, specifically within
students traveling abroad, further indicating the potential impact of global competence
(Bruening et al., 2002; Conner et al., 2016; Northfell et al., 2013)
While facing the challenges of living abroad, interacting with host country
nationals, and teaching internationally are all important facets of an international
agricultural educator’s time abroad, little research, current or past, focuses on fully
understanding an international agricultural educator’s experiences. The purpose of the
following review of literature is to highlight where most international agricultural
research is focused. Furthermore, the following literature review accentuates the gaps in
research described in chapter one, again indicating this research topic is timely and
necessary.

Review of Literature
Both agriculture and education are recognized as powerful weapons with which to
combat issues found in developing countries, such as the development of strong markets
and economies, social equality, and access to food for all people (Dadush, 2015). As
such, much research on agricultural education in the U.S. and abroad exists. I have
reviewed the major areas of research on international agricultural education below.
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Most research on international agricultural education employed nonexperimental
descriptive methodologies and was based upon perceptions of a variety of stakeholders,
including faculty, students, extension agents, and secondary agriculture teachers that
researchers most often gathered with a survey. Descriptive studies can be especially
valuable in initial investigations of a phenomenon because they provide defining
information about the research area (McMillan, 2016). An additional benefit is that by
defining the research area, common misconceptions can be corrected.
Limitations of a description methodology include the inability to generalize
findings as many of the research projects had very specific target populations and
scenarios. Instead, nonexperimental descriptive studies only describe a contextual
phenomenon (McMillan, 2016). Current relevant research in international agricultural
education focuses on (a) how Americans can impact other nations’ agricultural education,
(b) experiences abroad for both students and faculty of American universities, and (c)
American extension efforts abroad. While extensive, this body of research
overwhelmingly focused on the professional impacts of teaching abroad. Understanding
the impact teaching agriculture abroad may have on educators is crucial to identifying
ways to bring those experiences to those educators’ future students in America, bolstering
support for programs that send American teachers abroad to impact global food security,
and in developing better training and support programs for those who teach abroad. Thus,
further research on this topic was necessary.
Other Nations’ Agricultural Education
As much aid is given to developing nations to improve their agriculture with the
goal of impacting their economy, it is essential that the agricultural systems and
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education of the developing countries are explored to better identify and serve their
needs. Thus, much research revolved around identifying the competencies and
professional development needs of international educators. Research indicates that
secondary agriculture teachers from various nations across the globe have positive
perceptions about the growth of agricultural education within their home country (Ikeoji,
Agwubike, & Ideh, 2007; Parr, Edwards, & Duncan, 2008). Despite the optimism for the
growth of agricultural education, many challenges exist, including lack of funding,
instructional materials, and training for teachers (Abolaji & Reneau, 1988; Alabi, 2016;
Ikeoji et al., 2007). Teachers reported the greatest needs for in-service training included
increasing and keeping current with content knowledge in agriculture, as the new
technologies and competencies in agriculture are vital to the success of agricultural
students (Abolaji & Reneau, 1988; Ede, 1987). Without competent teachers, it is unlikely
competent students will emerge.
Identifying needs of formal and non-formal agriculture teachers can be
challenging as opinions of what is needed may vary. Okatahi and Welton (1985) found
that Nigerian college instructors and administrators disagreed on the importance of
developing student objectives and curriculum and providing experiential opportunities for
students in a formal setting, resulting in the teachers’ reporting overall feelings of
incompetence.
Despite the challenges in identifying needed professional development, in-service
training of all topics can be beneficial because those who attend the training could share
what they’ve learned with colleagues not in attendance. For example, Costa Rican
secondary teachers who participated in professional development training sessions
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presented by American instructors shared workshop content with colleagues within two
months of completing the training (Brookes & Williams, 2001). Despite the potential
spread of knowledge from professional development, positive outcomes are not always
sustainable: Barrick, Samy, Roberts, Thoron, and Easterly (2011) found that Egyptian
teachers who participated in an American workshop felt less competent in the content
areas covered and presented discrepancies on all competencies covered in the training.
To overcome these issues, programmatic and curriculum development has also
been at the forefront of research on international agricultural education. Unfortunately,
there is no cookie cutter model that can be implemented in each country; context
determines the practices that will be most successful in each culture (Davis, 2008).
Identifying specific nations’ agricultural industry needs could determine the content to be
taught and teaching methods used to effectively contextualize international agricultural
education (Barrick, Samy, Gunderson, & Thoron, 2009; Wettayaprasit & Birkenholz,
1995). While many agriculture teachers across the globe identify an industry assessment
as a major goal of their program, implementing such an assessment is challenging
(Wettayaprasit & Birkenholz, 1995). For example, Turkish agriculture teachers reported a
lack of guidelines for school personnel in the development of an industry assessment,
which led to outdated curriculum and labs (Yildirim & Simsek, 1997). However, even if
an industry assessment could be completed, an additional challenge lies in connecting the
industry to the community both inside and outside of the school system (Ebner,
McNamara, Deering, Oliver, Rahimi, & Fuisal, 2017; Hurst, Conner, Stripling, Blythe,
Girogi, Rubenstein, Futrell, Jenkins, & Roberts, 2015).
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As researchers evaluated the status and needs of international agricultural
education programs, they also sought to determine the impact of those programs on
students. For example, Okiror, Matsiko, and Oonyu (2011) found that the Supervised
Agricultural Experience approach (using agriculture course content in projects at home)
employed by Ugandan primary agriculture teachers resulted in increased learning for
students through experiential application, although parent perceptions were not
significantly changed. While those are promising results regarding students, parents play
a significant role in determining career paths (Anamuah-Mensah, Asabere-Ameyaw, &
Dennis, 2007). For example, secondary students who participated in a Youth Farmers
Club due to their parents’ encouragement later considered agriculture as a career
(Mukembo, Edwards, Ramsey, & Henneberry, 2015). Furthermore, most club members
reported they will continue their education in a post-secondary institution and will most
likely pursue ag-related career preparation experiences. Post-secondary school location,
student residential area, and student gender were also found to be factors that impact the
likelihood of secondary students to pursue agriculture as a career (Ramdwar & Ganpat,
2010).
Experiences Studying and Teaching Abroad
Global education occurs as people travel between nations as well as by evaluating
other nations’ agricultural education programs. Many studies tout the need for agriculture
students to have international experiences to understand the global world in which they
live (Connors, 2004; Harder, Lamm, Roberts, Navarro, & Ricketts, 2012; Wingenbach,
Boyd, Lindner, Dick, Arispe, & Haba, 2003; Zhai & Scheer, 2004). To prepare postsecondary students for careers in a globalized world, colleges and universities have been
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charged with developing international experiences for their pupils (National Research
Council, 2009). Both students and faculty members were subjects of the research
surrounding study abroad programs.
Most research on students who studied abroad focused on evaluating the impact
the experience had on student cultural sensitivity, confidence, cultural awareness, global
competence, respect and acceptance of differences between cultures, and personal growth
(i.e., Conners & Roberts, 2016; Ingram, Smith-Hollins, & Radhakrishna, 2009; Place,
2000; Stephens & Little, 2008). One study investigated how students who participated in
service-learning programs abroad impacted the communities in which they worked
(Bunch, Stephens, & Hart, 2011). This research topic is especially important for those
education abroad programs with a service component, so why is there so little research in
this area? What evidence is there that these programs are truly benefiting those American
agriculturalists seek to help? Failing to study this aspect of study abroad experiences
indicates an ethnocentrism in American research.
Unfortunately, not much research exists on how international experiences impact
the agricultural educator who taught abroad and what does exist is contradictory.
Furthermore, the research studies only look at the professional impacts of teaching
abroad. While faculty members value international experiences and recognize the need
for global education, very few faculty with experiences abroad include international
content in the courses they teach (Thuemmel & Welton, 1983). In comparison, Dooley
and Rouse (2009) argue international experiences for faculty had a more lasting impact
on teaching than in research, while Roberts, Rodriguez, Gouldthorpe, Stedman, Harder,
and Hartmann (2016) posit that that American students may not be receiving global
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education despite faculty experience abroad. This is troublesome as several studies found
that exposure to international experiences may increase student interest in working
internationally, as well as increase student understanding of the variety of problems in
international agriculture (Bruening, Lopez, McCormick, & Dominguez, 2002; Edgar &
Edgar, 2009). The conflict in results of these studies and their implications clearly
indicate the need for further research in this area.
Extension Efforts Abroad
In addition to traditionally based agricultural education, research exists on nonformal international agricultural education. While many nations have their own extension
services run similarly to those in the U.S. with a goal of teaching agriculturalists about
new, effective, and sustainable practices, several U.S. extension programs partake in
international efforts to increase education surrounding agriculture. Programs commonly
taught abroad by extension agents include food science and agricultural and food industry
development (Weir & Miranda, 2006). According to Rivera (2008), the purpose of
extension efforts abroad is “educating producers and establishing a climate where they
begin to organize themselves for profitable purposes” (p. 19) through the fostering of an
open learning environment in the workplace in which information can be freely shared
(Okorley, Gray, & Reed, 2009). Like in international agricultural education, research on
extension abroad emphasized the importance of understanding the context of the country
in which extension work is completed (Etling, 1994; Pezeshki-Raad, Yoder, & Diamond,
1994). Furthermore, Pezeshki-Raad et al. (1994) emphasized the need to assess the
administrative competencies of learners in other countries, as skills such as program
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planning and execution, program evaluation, and administrative duties play an important
role in the success of extension efforts abroad.
By respecting indigenous knowledge and skills and using active participation of
the local population, extension programs are beneficial to the learner population (Etling,
1994; Kitinoja, 1988; Rajasekaran, Martin, & Warren, 1994). Using these strategies when
educating abroad in an extension role impacted the changes in behavior and attitude of
American extension agents by increasing their ability to work with others (especially
minority populations), gaining a greater understanding of the need to work locally and
internationally to address global issues, increasing awareness of the impact of extension,
and gaining a broader international perspective (Place, Vergot, Dragon, & Hightower,
2008). With regard to those host nationals who work with American extension agents,
hands-on activities, collaborative learning, and having an external facilitator increased the
effectiveness of extension programs (Taylor, Duveskog, & Eriis-Hansen, 2012). The
importance of external facilitation was also emphasized by Amin and Stewart (1994).
Overall, research on extension identifies many ways agricultural education impacts
international agricultural production.
Little research has been completed on the cross-cultural issues international
agricultural educators may face, especially within an international context at the
secondary level. However, with the interdependent relationship between societies across
the world, particularly in agriculture (National Research Council, 2009), and the need for
improved agricultural education in developing countries (Food and Agriculture
Organization of the United Nations, 1997), additional research is needed if American
agricultural educators want to truly impact current and future food insecurity in
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developing nations. To address these needs in international agricultural education
research, I evaluated the impact of international agricultural education on educators who
worked in AgriCorps, which was briefly described in chapter one and will be further
explained in chapter three.

Chapter Summary
This chapter introduced the major theoretical bases for this study.
Constructivism, transformational learning theory, experiential learning theory, and
models of cross-cultural interaction were articulated as the theoretical framework for this
study. A researcher developed conceptual framework was also introduced (refer to Figure
2), which includes aspects of the transformative learning process (Mezirow, 1991),
Kolb’s (1976) model of experiential learning, and potential factors of an international
experience that may impact how AgriCorps fellows live their year as international
agricultural educators. While Kolb’s (1976) model of experiential learning is cyclical and
Mezirow’s (1991) transformative learning process is not, this study utilized a linear
process as shown in Figure 2 that can be repeated for deeper understanding of the same
topic. The potential international experience factors included challenges of living abroad,
challenges of interacting with host country nationals, and challenges of teaching abroad.
This chapter also contained a review of literature on past and current research regarding
international agricultural education, which focused on other nations’ agricultural
education, experiences studying and teaching abroad, and extension efforts abroad.
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Chapter one of this study introduced international agricultural education and
established the need for research on the impact of teaching internationally on educators.
In chapter two, I introduced the conceptual framework and included theories of
transformative learning, experiential learning, models of cross-cultural interaction, and
potential factors that could impact the experiences of international agricultural educators.
Chapter three will describe my positionality, the research design, and data collection and
analysis procedures.

Purpose and Objectives
The purpose of this study was to understand the essence of an international
agricultural education experience by analyzing the AgriCorps fellow experience. The
specific objectives of this study were to:
Objective 1: Describe how AgriCorps fellows experienced the day to day work
related to their position.
Objective 2: Assess how fellows were personally impacted by their experiences in
AgriCorps.
Objective 3: Assess how fellows were professionally impacted by their
experiences in AgriCorps.
To gain an understanding of the essence of serving as an AgriCorps fellow, I took
a qualitative, phenomenological approach. According to Denzin and Lincoln (2005),
qualitative research is an effective process through which researchers can understand
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social and human problems and experiences by collecting and analyzing holistic data
from the perspective of the participants and seeking to understand the data from the
participants’ point of view. Thus, qualitative research was an appropriate choice for this
study.
Phenomenological studies are both explanatory and investigative and share four
traits: (1) acknowledgement of the transitory nature of human experiences, (2) subjective
understanding, (3) lived experience as a reflective and reconstructed account, and (4) the
importance of meaning (Seidman, 2013).
In the first trait, researchers acknowledge the transitory nature of human
experience; they occur and then they are over. Therefore, the meaning participants place
on their experiences, rather than the event itself, is the focus of phenomenological
research. This trait was present in the research question as fellows completed their year of
service in AgriCorps and the act of completing qualitative interviews led participants to
further reflect on and attribute meaning to their experiences (Seidman, 2013). Because
this meaning is the focus of this study, I recognized only a subjective understanding
could be attained. The perspectives gathered in a phenomenological study are those from
the participants; therefore, objective views from an uninvolved third party are unavailable
in phenomenologies. However, as Van Maanen (1979) posited, the particular and
ambiguous nature of experiences made a phenomenological approach appropriate for this
research question.
The third trait of phenomenological research states that gathered perspectives can
only be a reconstruction of the experience because the actual experience is in the past
(Seidman, 2013). Thus, “by concentrating on the details of participants’ experiences,
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interviews strive as best as possible to guide their participants to reconstitute their lived
experience” (Seidman, 2013, p. 18). Finally, as participants share their experiences with
researchers, they undergo a process of reflecting upon their experiences (Kvale &
Brinkmann, 2009; Seidman, 2013). As a result, “the phenomenological attitude is
reflective. It selectively turns from the existence of objects to the processes and meanings
through which they are subjectively given” (Wertz, Charmaz, McMullen, Josselson,
Anderson, & McSpadden, 2011, p. 125). This reflection allows participants and
researchers to dissect the emotions associated with the investigated experience. By
engaging in a phenomenological design, I used this process to understand the essence of
serving as an international agricultural educator in AgriCorps. Thus, a phenomenological
study was an appropriate approach to understand the essence of the AgriCorps fellow
experience.

Researcher Positionality
Because phenomenologies focus on a person’s lived experience and the meaning
he or she attached to that experience, it is important to separate the thoughts and
perceptions of the researcher from those of the participant (Husserl, 1970). To prevent
my own past experiences, and therefore my own perceptions and interpretations of the
world, from impacting my analysis and understanding of the experiences, perceptions,
and interpretations of participants in this study, I used bracketing. Bracketing is the
practice of the researcher attempting to place his or her own views, common sense, and
scientific knowledge aside to remove as much bias as possible when learning about the
essence of a phenomenon. One important technique in achieving this goal is the
evaluation of the researcher’s positionality (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). Thus, I have
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described my positionality below and I will describe the additional bracketing practices I
used in this study later in this chapter. While it is impossible to remove all bias, using
bracketing reduces bias (Gearing, 2004).
As a driven and motivated eighth grader signing up for high school classes, I felt
immense pressure to be effective with my time in high school. I needed to take as many
Advanced Placement and Honors courses as possible to earn a good scholarship for
college. Rather than wasting time on electives, I chose to sign up for all required courses.
I felt such satisfaction in my decision- I just knew I’d made the correct choice.
Imagine my devastation when I received my ninth-grade schedule and found that
instead of knocking out my health and physical education requirements, my counselor
placed me in the Principles of Agriculture class. Because changing courses was not
allowed and rule-breaking at school was akin to a deadly sin, I knew I was stuck with
agriculture. I always loved animals and intended to be a veterinarian for most of my life,
so I convinced myself I could still go to college with lots of credit and a good scholarship
if I did indeed take the agriculture course and decided to make the best of it.
The Principles course, which I never intended to take, introduced me to
agricultural education and changed my life. From day one I loved every minute of every
agriculture class. I invested much of my time in FFA and took advantage of every
opportunity the agriculture program offered me. By my senior year, I accomplished my
goal of earning lots of college credit and a good scholarship. Even more important, I
discovered where and how I wanted to invest my future.
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It shocked no one when I announced my status as an Agricultural Education
major. Due to the credit I brought in, I had enough time to earn a second degree in
Community Communications and Leadership Development and a minor in Animal
Science. While in college I discovered a new love, traveling abroad, as I completed three
education abroad experiences. In my first international course, I studied culture and
agriculture in Ecuador. On my second excursion, I studied leadership and community
development in the Czech Republic, with a recreational side trip to France and Germany.
As a senior, I participated in a pilot student teaching program, in which I completed two
months of my practicum in Australia at a boarding school. In this pilot, I learned new
social norms and subtle differences in the American and Australian cultures. I shared how
American agriculture differed with my Australian students and they shared their
agricultural practices with me. I was amazed at how much we could learn from each other
when we were open to what others could offer. Needless to say, by the time I graduated
from college I had fallen head over heels in love with the learning and growth that occurs
in international experiences.
Upon returning from Australia, I accepted a high school agriculture teaching
position in a very poor school district nestled in far Eastern Kentucky. Magoffin County
is a small community with an equally small high school of about 700 students. Even
though this community is less than two hours away from my hometown, the cultures
could not be further apart, even more so than I had found the Australian and American
cultures to be. I struggled for the first semester to understand the new norms and earn
acceptance by students, colleagues, and the community. However, with immersion I
slowly became accepted and eventually welcomed in the community and school. When
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asked to describe my two years in this small Appalachian school, I proudly proclaim my
time there as transformative because my perspective (of people, of education, of myself)
changed drastically. My immersion in the small town and even smaller school
permanently altered the way I view my life experiences. I whole-heartedly believed I
could change lives as an educator, but I always imagined the changed lives being those of
my students. I was shocked to find that being an educator changed my life, too.
In my next professional role, I served as an Academic Coordinator for
Agricultural Education at the University of Kentucky where I worked with the same
Australian student teaching program for which I was the pilot. When the opportunity for
this position and funding to complete a doctoral program arose, I was ecstatic but also
devastated to leave my high school students because of the fulfillment and impact
working with them provided me. As I began thinking about research directions, two areas
stuck out in my mind: global agricultural education and how teaching could be
transformative for the educator as well as the student. Around this time, a good friend
became a fellow for an international non-profit called AgriCorps. As a fellow, she taught
agriculture in Ghana for the purpose of increasing the sustainability of developing
communities. Hearing about her experiences enthralled me. I even considered applying to
serve as an AgriCorps fellow myself. I think I would have absolutely loved the
experience, but as a married woman with dreams of starting a family soon, I decided
against committing a year away from my husband and family teaching abroad. However,
I was still drawn to that international agricultural education experience and how that
experience might impact the educator, just as my small Appalachian school impacted me.
This innate curiosity on this topic led to the birth of my research direction.
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As outlined above, my experiences in agricultural education and international
agricultural education are largely positive and both changed my life through
transformative learning (Mezirow, 1991). I believe transformation through agricultural
education occurs for all involved; teachers, students, parents, and community members
all benefit from and can be changed by their experiences if they are open to the
opportunities for learning and growth. My experiences largely shaped the research
question I asked in this study, as I believe the transformation I experienced cannot be a
singular occurrence; rather, I believe others involved in international agricultural
education may also experience transformation and I wanted to explore this phenomenon
by analyzing their experiences.
My friend who served in AgriCorps shared with me stories of both positive and
negative perspectives from her time abroad and reflected that the experience was life
changing for her. However, because my personal experiences were positive and because
my friend shared her experiences with me prior to my research, I had to ensure I was
receptive to any negative and novel experiences participants shared with me.
Additionally, I had to recognize that transformation may not occur for everyone involved
in international agricultural education. I accomplished this through careful examination
of my interview questions to ensure they did not lead participants to share only positive
experiences. Writing memos as I engaged in the research process allowed me to maintain
track of my thoughts to ensure I did not project my perceptions on my participants.
Member checks helped to ensure that my analysis and interpretation of situations aligned
with participants’ understanding of them.
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I found I understood how my experiences in agricultural education and
international agricultural education impacted me only after much personal reflection and
discourse with others, which are two important tenets of Mezirow’s (1991) work.
Because I believe firmly in these tenets, I shaped my research design around them.
Interviewing participants gave them a chance to verbally process their experiences and
also gave me the opportunity to further their reflections by asking additional probing
questions. Completing three interviews with each participant, coupled with probing
rational discourse, allowed participants the opportunity to reflect on their experiences in
between interviews and to share their insights with me. This design allowed for richer
data that provided a clearer understanding of the AgriCorps fellow experience in
international agricultural education.
As an interpretivist and constructivist, I recognize that my past experiences
influence my perceptions and interpretations of the world. To separate my perspectives
from this research, I used bracketing. In phenomenological research, the goal of
bracketing is to “attempt to place the common sense and scientific foreknowledge about
the phenomena within parentheses in order to arrive at an unprejudiced description of the
essence of the phenomena” (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009, p. 27). To accomplish bracketing
in phenomenological research, emphasis lies on “becoming unaware of the presumptions
and presupposition that researchers keep in their mind and concentrating on original
phenomena” (Qutoshi, 2018, p. 218). Bracketing not only prevented my prior
perspectives and presuppositions from impeding my work on this research topic, but it
also prevented me from unintentionally influencing the participants’ understanding of the
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phenomenon, such as through leading questions or suggestive comments during
interviews (Hamill & Sinclair, 2010).
Bracketing in qualitative research is a process that lasts throughout the
investigation of a research problem. Within phenomenological research, bracketing is
also known as phenomenological reduction (Gearing, 2004; Kvale & Brinkman, 2009).
Three steps outline this process: abstract formulation, research praxis, and reintegration.
Abstract formulation is composed of the researcher’s epistemological position,
ontological perspective, and theoretical framework. The purpose of this phase of
bracketing is to identify the stage the researcher is in upon beginning the research. I
discuss my abstract formulation later in this chapter. The second phase of bracketing,
research praxis, requires researchers to understand and identify their positionality,
specifically those experiences and/or beliefs that could color an interpretation of the
research question at hand. I previously discussed my positionality and potential biases.
The third phase, reintegration, occurs in the analysis of data. With the reintegration of my
presumptions and presuppositions on this research topic, additional interpretation and
“reinvestment of the bracketed data into the larger investigation” (Gearing, 2004, p.
1434) was necessary. While it is impossible to completely remove bias from research in
which the researcher is the tool, following this bracketing process reduces bias (Gearing,
2004).
As the instrument in this qualitative research study, I worked tirelessly to
maintain awareness of my positionality and how it might impact my research. To achieve
awareness, I presented my positionality here and worked diligently to be aware of its
influence on my work through bracketing.
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Theoretical and Epistemological Perspective
In qualitative research, the researcher is the tool used to collect and interpret data.
As such, I maintained transparency by revealing personal experiences and perspectives
that could impact the collection and interpretation of data (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005;
Tracy, 2013). To achieve this, I outlined the epistemological and ontological assumptions
that form the basis of my work.
As described in the theoretical framework, this research was informed by a
constructivist approach. According to Fosnot (2005), constructivism is “a psychological
theory of learning that describes how structures and deeper conceptual understanding
comes about, rather than one that simply characterizes the structures and stages of
thought” (p. 30). In constructivism, learners actively construct an understanding and
meaning of the world through their own personal experiences (Crotty, 2004; Fosnot,
1996; Lambert, 2002; Steffe & Gale, 1995). Because every learner has different life
experiences and different understandings of those experiences, context plays an important
role in constructivism (Doolittle & Camp, 1999). As constructivism was the basis of this
research study, the ontology and epistemology of the interpretive paradigm indicate it
was an appropriate and reasonable lens to find a solution to the identified research
problem.
Ontology
Originating from the German concept of verstehen, or “the first-person
perspective that participants have on their personal experience as well as on their society,
culture, and history” (Tracy, 2013, p. 41), interpretivists place emphasis on empathy and
seek to understand what participants in a study think, feel, and do. Interpretivists assert
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that “our capacity for consciousness in relation to ourselves, others and the world is the
distinguishing mark of our humanity, so we conduct our affairs in accordance with our
motives, meanings, life-goals and self-concepts, and we co-create cultures with shared
patterns of feeling, thinking, believing and doing” (Humphrey, 2013, p. 7). Thus, the
interpretivist paradigm asserts that reality, or truth, is constructed as a result of our social
interactions (Maxwell, 2013). We then take our learnings from our social interactions to
bolster and build up the knowledge base and understanding already formed, closely
following the constructivist line of thinking.
Because each individual may have a different perspective or view, there can be as
many different views of the world as there are people viewing or participating in it
(Lincoln & Guba, 2005). Polyvocality, or all the views by each individual in a social
setting, serves interpretivists as they seek to understand as many perspectives as possible
to get as close to the truth as possible. The impossibility of collecting data on every
individual’s perspective prevents interpretivists from ever discovering truth in its entirety.
However, that is not the goal. Rather, the goal is to gain an understanding of the socially
constructed truth (Humphrey, 2013). An interpretivist researcher must recognize if his or
her social context matches those of his or her participants, as it could lead to “an initial
and unrecognized breakdown in communication” (Bredo & Feinberg, 1982, p. 117),
potentially resulting in an inaccurate representation of the gathered data and the
constructed perspectives.
Epistemology
Interpretivists believe that knowledge is produced or created socially. According
to Balsvik (2017), “to describe social phenomena adequately, a researcher must grasp the
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participating agents’ own understanding of their actions, the situations in which they find
themselves, and the rules that are constitutive of the institutions in which they take part”
(p. 311). Therefore, interpretivists see knowledge as subjective and dependent entirely
upon the culture and social structure in which it was constructed. In this paradigm,
knowledge “arises from the relationship between members of some stakeholding
community” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p. 204). Thus, knowledge is value-laden, and the
values present in knowledge depends upon the culture of the learner. This follows closely
with Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural learning theory in that culture, developed by the
learner’s interactions with people at a young age, impacts the way learners construct and
interpret their experiences (Brown, Collins, & Duguid, 1989; Cole & Bruner, 1971).

Research Design
For this research study, I employed a phenomenological design. According to
Lincoln and Guba (2005), methodologies appropriate for the interpretive paradigm
include hermeneutical (explanatory) and dialectical (investigative) approaches. Van
Maanen (1979) explains why a phenomenological design is well suited for the
exploration of questions using the interpretive paradigm:
“Although the use of qualitative methods does not prohibit a researcher’s use of
logic of scientific empiricism, the logic of phenomenological analysis is more
likely to be assumed since qualitative researchers tend to regard social phenomena
as more particular and ambiguous than replicable and clearly defined” (p. 520).
Thus, a phenomenological design was appropriate for this research question as it sought
to understand the experience of teaching agriculture internationally. Because AgriCorps
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fellows do not go to the same placements, live in the same communities, or teach in the
same schools, their experiences are not replicable nor clearly defined; to truly understand
this phenomenon and answer the research question, I delved into many fellows’
experiences to explore how their separate experiences affected each individual fellow.

Methodology
Given the traits of phenomenological research as described by Seidman (2013)
and described above, my research question (what is the essence of the AgriCorps fellow
experience?) lent itself to a phenomenological study as it sought to investigate a past,
lived experience through the memory, reflection, and reconstruction of and by those who
experienced it. Both a hermeneutical approach and a dialectical approach were used, as I
sought to investigate the experiences of AgriCorps fellows to explain how their
experiences impacted and shaped them. To accomplish this, I interviewed past AgriCorps
fellows to understand the essence of their experience. Because I used an interpretive
paradigm, I recognized that I sought the perspectives of the interviewed fellows and that
multiple perspectives existed. The purpose of the interview analysis was to understand
this experience by focusing on participants’ viewpoints, which were socially constructed.
To truly make sense of this phenomenon, I examined participants’ emotions and
intentions, along with their descriptions of their behavior. According to Kvale and
Brinkman (2009), an essence is that which remains constant in variations of a
phenomenon. By interviewing multiple AgriCorps fellows in the manner previously
described, I was able to analyze the data to determine what is constant between each
participant’s experience, and thus, the essence of serving as an international agricultural
educator.
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Descriptive and Interpretive Phenomenology
Originally developed by Husserl (1970), phenomenologies focus on lived
experiences and their impact on human psychology. Lived experiences lead to
transformation in that they alter the perspectives of those who have the lived experience
(Husserl, 1970). Thus, the goal of phenomenological researchers is to understand the
essence of an experience. Since Husserl’s (1970) work, the phenomenological
methodology has grown to include several types, including descriptive and interpretive.
In descriptive phenomenology, a researcher’s goal is simply to describe the
phenomenon he or she is investigating. This practice requires researchers to forego any
prior knowledge on their research topic (such as what I learned from speaking with my
friend about her experience in AgriCorps) and to only use the data given by participants
(Giorgi, 2012). Researchers in descriptive phenomenology seek to understand pivotal
lived experiences, or an experience or set of experiences, that permanently alter an
individual’s perspective. There are five steps to descriptive phenomenology: (1) be open
to personal transformation, (2) disconnect one’s self from those being studied, (3) engage
emotionally with the participant, (4) confront patterns described by participant, and (5)
emerge with an understanding of the changed life perspective (Giorgi, 2012). By
following these steps, researchers can identify the transformational nature of an
experience or set of experiences (Bhatia, 2014; Giorgi, 2012; Samson, 2014). However,
researchers may only develop interpretations supported from participant-given facts;
prior knowledge of theories or findings from other research studies cannot be used
(Giorgi, 2012).
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Alternatively, in interpretive phenomenology outside or non-given knowledge is
used to interpret data. According to Smith (2004), interpretive phenomenology is
idiographic, inductive, and interrogative. Interpretive phenomenology is idiographic in
that the researcher focuses on only one case at a time. The researcher examines the data
for one case until achieving some degree of closure before moving on to the second case.
Inductive phenomenology describes the ways through which researchers allow
unanticipated themes or topics to emerge during analysis. Rather than following specific
hypotheses, interpretive phenomenologists allow the emerging data to define broad
research questions that lead to the collection of additional and expansive data (Smith,
2004). Thus, collected data are analyzed in conjunction with prior knowledge to develop
interpretations. This evaluation of data analysis within the context of prior literature
concludes the interrogative phase of an interpretive phenomenology study (Smith, 2004).
In this study, both the descriptive and interpretive phenomenological schools of
thought were used. In collecting data, I recognized the importance of separating myself
and my thoughts on the research subject from what I heard from participants. It was
important to take the information they gave me and analyze that information so themes
were developed authentically from the data without interference from my personal
perspectives and experiences (following a very descriptive line of thought). However, I
also recognized the importance of taking the findings from a study and comparing it to
prior research to determine how the interpretations my study brought to light can be
assimilated into what is known about the topic (following an interpretivist view). Thus, I
first used a descriptive phenomenological approach to focus only on what information
was given to me by participants about their experiences. Once I analyzed all data and
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drew conclusions from those data, I then employed the interpretive phenomenological
approach to further explore how the data, and my findings, fit with previously existing
theories and research. This plan was also reflected in my approach to emic and etic data.
Emic Versus Etic
As I collected, analyzed, and interpreted data in this qualitative study, I moved
along a continuum of inductive (emic) and deductive (etic) thinking. In a deductive or
etic approach, external theories are used to determine a frame or lens through which a
researcher will view collected data. In a purely deductive approach, a researcher would
not use context-specific approaches and reflect the concepts he or she brings to the study
(Maxwell, 2013; Tracy, 2013). Thus, the research would begin with a theory used to
make a hypothesis about the research problem, followed by testing of the hypothesis and
the usage of collected data to either reject or fail to reject the hypothesis (Tracy, 2013).
An etic approach is most commonly used for quantitative research designs and closely
follows interpretivist phenomenologies (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005).
In comparison, an inductive, or emic approach, is contextual. A researcher would
use participant perspectives (as determined during data collection) to frame the analysis
and interpretation of data. To do this, a researcher would begin by observing interactions
of participants and conceptualize generalizations from these observations. Then, the
researcher would identify tentative claims, reexamine those claims through more field
work, and draw conclusions based upon that work to build theories (Tracy, 2013). This
closely aligns with descriptive phenomenologies.
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While most qualitative research follows an emic approach, it is possible to
effectively use an etic approach in qualitative studies. For example, after collecting and
analyzing data emically, researchers could reexamine the data to evaluate how the
emergent findings follow or conflict with existing studies (Tracy, 2013). I followed this
approach for my study, thus travelling between the two ends of the continuum of
inductive and deductive thinking. I used theory to design the interview protocols as well
as in the data generation phase. In the analysis phase, I first used an emic and descriptive
approach to allow the participants’ responses to guide the coding process and to
understand the phenomenon of teaching agricultural education abroad as the participants
described it, thus eliminating lenses that could deter from this understanding (i.e., my
perspectives based on personal experiences or subconsciously trying to fit interpretations
of participant responses into a theory).
I then turned to Mezirow’s (1991) transformative learning theory to determine if
and how the experience of this type of teaching was a transformative learning experience
through an etic and interpretive approach. I followed this step with Kolb’s (1976)
experiential learning theory and the various models of cross-cultural interaction (Bennett,
1986; Hottola, 2004; Oberg, 1960) presented in chapter two to determine if and how
these interactions impacted fellows. Because both transformative learning (Mezirow,
1991) and Bennett’s (1986) Model of Intercultural Sensitivity are linear processes
requiring the learner to complete a series of steps, an etic approach was necessary to
interpret data.
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Site and Participant Selection
The research topic I sought to understand was the essence of serving as an
international agricultural educator by assessing the experience of AgriCorps fellows.
While many programs allow agriculture teachers to teach overseas in developing
countries, such as Peace Corps and the Farmer to Farmer program, AgriCorps reasonably
followed the setting for international agricultural education and transformative
experiences which served as part of the theoretical framework for this study (Mezirow,
1991). For example, the Peace Corps program does not guarantee that the educator will
teach agriculture in a secondary or formal setting, nor does it guarantee that educators
will be in close proximity to others working in similar contexts. The Farmer to Farmer
program length varies from two weeks to two months and educators often work together
in groups. For transformative learning to occur, a person must encounter new experiences
which vary from their past experiences, immerse in a new culture individually, engage in
rational discourse on their views of new and past experiences, and engage in deep selfreflection (Mezirow, 1991). Of all the possible sites, AgriCorps offered the closest
alignment with the study’s purpose as it was long term (11 months), fellows were
immersed in a new culture by themselves, and they met monthly with other fellows who
were in similar situations, setting the stage for rational discourse and then self-reflection.
Only those fellows who completed their year of service and returned to the U.S.
were eligible for participation in this study because the entirety of the experience of
serving as a fellow could be transformative. AgriCorps is not currently sending fellows
abroad, so past fellows were the only potential participants. Therefore, I chose to include
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only those fellows who have completed their service for eligibility to participate in this
study.
AgriCorps began sending fellows to Africa in 2014 with numbers ranging from
eight to 14 fellows annually. For the first three years, Ghana was the singular host
country. In 2016, AgriCorps expanded to Liberia. As a new site, Liberia received fewer
fellows. The cultures in Ghana and Liberia are distinct and likely caused differences in
the experiences of fellows. To create a larger population of fellows in similar contexts
from which to recruit my sample, only those fellows who completed their service in
Ghana were eligible to participate. Furthermore, as more fellows served in Ghana, it is
logical that a greater number of rational discussions were shared amongst the Ghanaian
fellows when compared to the Liberian fellows. For these reasons, I chose to focus this
study on the AgriCorps experience in Ghana.
At the time of this study, 52 fellows completed their service in AgriCorps and
returned to the U.S. Of those 52 people, 22 are male and 26 are female. Forty-eight of the
fellows are Caucasian, three are African American, and one is Hispanic. The age for this
population ranges between 22 and 30. All fellows earned a minimum of a Bachelor’s
degree in an agricultural field, although some had Master’s degrees, as well. Because I
did not have the contact information for the fellows, I sent my request for interviews to
the founder of AgriCorps and asked that he forward my request to past fellows eligible
for participation in my study. I interviewed those fellows who responded to my request
and who met the eligibility requirements.
Eleven AgriCorps fellows initially responded to my request by contacting me
either via email or phone. One participant did not respond to me after the initial contact
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and four were ineligible because they served in Liberia. Another was out of the country
during the time of interviews and did not have reliable access to the internet, so that
fellow was also ineligible for participation. Thus, I completed this study with five
participants and did reach saturation, which I will address more in depth in the following
section. To protect the confidentiality of participants, pseudonyms are used for their
names and service locations within Ghana. Bill and Akosua chose their own pseudonyms
and I chose the remaining participants’ pseudonyms. The demographics for the
participants are listed in Table 1.
Table 1 Participant Demographics
Participant

Year of
Service

Gender

Age at Time
of Service

Ethnicity

Degree
Level

Emma

14-15

Female

22

White

MS

Olivia

15-16

Female

26

White

MAB

Mia

15-16

Female

23

White

BS

Bill

16-17

Male

22

White

BS

Akosua

14-15

Female

22

White

BS

Theoretical Saturation
To ensure valuable qualitative research, I needed to attain theoretical saturation.
However, researchers often abuse theoretical saturation as a way to rationalize a small
sample size (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). According to Morse (1995), theoretical saturation
is “data adequacy” and operationalized as “collecting data until no new information is
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obtained” (p. 147). Denzin and Lincoln (2005) suggest four traits indicative of true
saturation: (1) credibility, (2) originality, (3) resonance, and (4) usefulness. Determined
by evaluating the breadth and depth of the data the researcher collected, achieving
credibility requires intimate familiarity with the topic, a sufficient number of data to
support claims, and adequately described data for the reader to evaluate the findings and
draw their own conclusions (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). Seidman (2013) echoed, “Are
there sufficient numbers to reflect the range of participants and sites that make up the
population so that others outside the sample might have a chance to connect to the
experiences of those in it?” (p. 58). Originality is indicated by the significance of the
findings and how they expand, add to, or challenge current understandings of the topic.
Finally, resonance and usefulness occur when the researcher connects the study to real
life situations in such a way that the reader can use the presented findings and
conclusions (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005).
Researchers disagree about specific numbers needed to reach saturation, as each
study and its limiting factors (i.e., time, budget, access to population) differ. However,
Seidman (2013) explains that “the method of in-depth, phenomenological interviewing
applied to a sample of participants who all experience similar structural and social
conditions gives enormous power to the stories of a relatively few participants” (p. 59).
Because the design of this study called for multiple in-depth interviews with participants
ranging from 180-270 minutes of interview time per participant, I found Seidman’s
(2013) assertion that phenomenological interviewing provides power to few participants
applied in this study when determining saturation. For this study. I interviewed five
AgriCorps fellows. After analyzing the data from Emma, Olivia, Mia, Bill, and Akosua, I
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evaluated my data to see if they demonstrated the four traits outlined by Denzin and
Lincoln (2005) (credibility, originality, resonance, and usefulness). In my evaluation of
my data, I reviewed the definitions of credibility, originality, resonance, and usefulness
and evaluated if the data fulfilled the definitions. I found that they did, and so with those
traits are present I concluded with interviews.
Data Sources and Collection Procedures
I completed a series of three semi-structured interviews with each AgriCorps
alumnus who agreed to participate via Zoom, an online meeting space like Skype. An
interview was an appropriate data generation method for this study because “At the root
of in-depth interviewing is an interest in understanding the lived experience of other
people and the meaning they make of that experience,” (Seidman, 2013, p. 9). As
technology continues to improve, new methods of interviewing have, and will continue to
develop (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). Common types of interviewing include the traditional
face-to-face method and mediated methods of interviews, such as via telephone and
video-conferencing. Each method of interviewing presents a unique set of advantages and
disadvantages that must be considered when choosing an interview methodology.
Traditional in-person interviews dominated qualitative research until advances in
technology began to provide alternative ways for researchers to connect with participants.
One advantage of in-person interviews is that relationships and rapport between the
interviewer and the participant may develop at a quicker pace, potentially because of a
great ability to communicate (Chapman, Uggersley, & Webster, 2003). For example,
Tracy (2013) points out that in-person interviews allow for both verbal and non-verbal
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communication, which enhances the relationship between the interviewer and the
participant.
Despite the personal engagement produced by in-person interviewing, there are
some disadvantages. Two such disadvantages are time and cost. Travelling to interviews
and employing the researchers who complete the interviews can be a limitation to
research studies (Janghorban, Roudsari, & Taghipour, 2014). Furthermore, acceptable
locations must be scoped and chosen (Tracy, 2013). Good locations for in-person
interviews have easy access for both researchers and participants, quiet environments free
of distractions, and offer privacy, comfort, and safety. Environments fitting that
description allow participants to feel at ease and make it easier for researchers to record
interviews (Tracy, 2013). Finding locations that fit this description can be challenging,
especially when the researcher must travel.
According to Tracy (2013, p. 163), “mediated interviews are interviews that do
not occur face to face, but rather via technological media such as a telephone, computer,
or other hand-held device”. Mediated interviews are often less costly than in-person
interviews, with less money and time required for researcher travel and stipend. In
addition, participants spread across a wide geographical area may be easier to reach
through mediated interviews (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009; Tracy, 2013).
Despite these advantages, mediated interviews bring to light a variety of
challenges. For example, telephone interviews do not provide the best opportunity for
effective communication as non-verbal communication cannot occur (Tracy, 2013). In
addition, participant distraction can impact telephone interviews. Because the interviewer
cannot see the participant, they may be more likely to multitask, such as by doing the
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laundry, driving, or working on their computer during the telephone interview. This could
impact the quality of data collected (Tracy, 2013). Identity verification is also a
disadvantage of telephone interviews. Interviewers do not see participants, and so there is
a risk that the person interviewed is not the intended participant (Tracy, 2013).
Video-conferencing interviews may be the best compromise between the
disadvantages of both in-person and telephone interviews. Chen and Hinton (1999),
Seymour (2001), and Tracy (2013) agree that online data collection methods enable
researchers to reach inaccessible domains, such as hard to reach populations or those
bound by geographic locations. Sullivan (2012) states that online video-conferencing
sites such as Skype and Google Hangout provide beneficial opportunities for data
collection in social science research. Furthermore, Deakin and Wakefield (2014) and
Janghorban et al. (2014) assert that online synchronous interviews, such as those that can
be accomplished via Skype, are acceptable and useful replacements of traditional inperson interviews. Costs of interviewing are significantly reduced as no travel and fewer
researchers are required (Deakin & Wakefield, 2014). Video-conferencing eliminates the
need for recorders and video cameras as programs automatically record audio and visual
files of the sessions via the computer’s installed webcam (Chen & Hinton, 1999; Tracy,
2013). Interviews can take place anywhere there is an internet connection (Denzin &
Lincoln, 2005), allowing for more flexibility and control for both the interviewer and the
participants (Deakin & Wakefield 2014). Video-conferencing still allows for a face-toface type environment, where both the interviewer and the participant can see nonverbal
feedback and make a connection with a real person (as opposed to a blank screen or a
telephone).
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Unfortunately, being able to see non-verbal cues may not ensure that the
researcher accurately interprets them due to the headshot type of visual allowed on videoconferencing (Cater, 2011; Janghorban et al., 2014; Seitz, 2016). Additionally, Denzin
and Lincoln (2005) and Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) agree that establishing a
relationship between the interviewer and participants is more challenging via videoconferencing than in-person interviews. It is important that reciprocity of benefits is
achieved with participants in video-conferencing to develop the relationship between
interviewers and participants (Seidman, 2013). Yet another potential disadvantage is that
only people with access to the internet and a sufficient level of technological expertise
can be considered for participation in studies that use video-conferencing (Chen &
Hinton, 1999; Tracy, 2013). However, Denzin and Lincoln (2005) acknowledge that
interviewing via the internet “can reach 100% of some specialized populations” (p. 721).
Unfortunately, even with internet access dropped calls and inaudible segments can occur
if the internet service is not stable (Seitz, 2016).
For this study, an in-person interview was not plausible as the fellows were
scattered around the U.S. and I lacked funding to travel to each participant. Thus, I
conducted mediated interviews via the Zoom program. Zoom is like Skype in that it
allows people engaged in the call to see and hear each other; thus, both verbal and nonverbal communication occurs, providing a significant advantage compared to a telephone
interview. Connections to Zoom can be made with a computer, tablet, or phone with
internet access. This program also allowed me to address the potential disadvantages of
mediated interviewing. For example, I assisted participants in creating a sufficient
interview setting on their end by suggesting they find a location with stable internet and
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few distractions (Seitz, 2016). To achieve reciprocity, I closely listened to what
participants said, showed genuine interest in their experiences, paid close attention to
facial expressions, and presented their views accurately in my writing by using member
checks (Seidman, 2013; Seitz, 2016). I also engaged environmental factors that inspire
feelings of cultural norms and bodily senses, such as by having a coffee, mentioning it,
and drinking it throughout the interview. Doing this allowed the participant to connect to
my experience and built rapport because they could relate to the experience of having a
coffee during a meeting, further simulating a face-to-face interview (Adams-Hutcheson
& Longhurst, 2016).
I used a semi-structured interview because a structured interview that is based on
an interview schedule would not have allowed me freedom to explore the complexities of
each participant’s individual experience. Using an informal and conversational tone
during the interviews encouraged participants to be more active in the interview (Denzin
& Lincoln, 2005). To further help stimulate discussion, I developed an interview guide
(found in Appendix A). In addition to freedom to probe participant experience, using an
interview guide allowed participants to control some aspects of the interview (Maxwell,
2013). By probing participants’ answers, I followed paths of thought they were interested
in and gathered data from specific experiences that stood out in fellows’ memories.
Examples of questions I used to probe participants’ answers included inquiring about
how an experience made them feel, comparing the experience to one previously shared in
the interview, and inquiring if and how the fellows would change their reaction to the
situation after having time to reflect. Three interviews were needed to understand the
context of each fellow’s background, their experiences as fellows, and their reflection on
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the meaning (Seidman, 2013). Each interview lasted between 60 and 90 minutes, for a
total of 180-270 minutes of interviewing per participant.
The first interview focused on the life history of the fellow, which allowed me to
understand the past experiences that framed their interpretation of their experience as a
fellow (Seidman, 2013). The interview guide can be found in Appendix A. Questions in
this interview were also designed to build essential rapport with the participants (Denzin
& Lincoln, 2005; Maxwell, 2013). In this interview, I asked questions about the
participants’ past experiences with agriculture, education, and traveling abroad; qualities
they possessed or experiences they had prior to becoming a fellow that led them to seek
this service; and the process of how they decided to apply for and accept a fellowship
with AgriCorps.
In the second interview (guide also found in Appendix A), I asked fellows to
share the details of their experiences in AgriCorps. This interview focused on the details
and reconstruction of their year of service. Questions in this interview included how their
interactions with other fellows impacted their experience, how their interactions with
people at home impacted their experience, stories about specific points in their service
(i.e., first day teaching, last day in Ghana). Additional questions were asked in order to
probe areas of interest within the answers to these questions. As the second interview
focused on fellows’ actual experiences, I used experiential learning theory to guide the
development of this portion of the interview guide.
In the third and final interview (guide found in Appendix A), I asked participants
to reflect upon their meaning of their experience. The purpose of this interview was to
“address the intellectual and emotional connections between the participants’ work and
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life” (Seidman, 2013, p. 22). As this was done, participants answered the question of how
this experience impacted their life now, such as career choices or personal decisions. This
allowed the participants to fully reflect upon if and how the experience in question truly
impacted them (Seidman, 2013). As this interview focused on fellows’ reflections of their
experience, I used transformative learning theory to guide the development of this portion
of the interview guide.
I conducted the series of interviews with each participant during a three-week
period. According to Seidman (2013), keeping each of the interviews three to seven days
apart allows participants to have enough time to digest the previous interview, but not
enough time to lose the connection between the interviews and with the interviewer.
Between interviews, I listened to the recording of the most recent interview, reviewed my
memo from that interview, and evaluated how I could use what I learned from that
interview in the next one. I recorded these thoughts and any questions I developed in a
memo that I referenced in the next interview. By spending significant time with each
interview’s contents, I better understood the participant, such as their personality, way of
thinking, and educational philosophies. This improved the quality of future interviews
because of increased rapport (established by showing I listened closely to what they
shared with me and demonstrating my investment in understanding their personal
experiences). This also improved the effectiveness of the interviews as I was in a better
position to identify areas that need additional probing and allowed me to engage in
member checks throughout data collection and analysis (Seidman, 2013). Furthermore,
maintaining contact between the participants and myself during the span of the interviews
allowed me to build a substantial working relationship with the participants over time,
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thereby increasing my rapport with them and their comfortability with me (Seidman,
2013).
I completed interviews during a period of eight weeks. Due to personal time
constraints for data collection, this time frame required me to overlap the interviews of
some participants and prevented me from transcribing each interview as it occurred.
Instead, I transcribed interviews at the conclusion of all interviews. Implications from
transcriptions will be discussed later in this chapter. Completing interviews in this
manner provided me with the benefit of improving my interview guide between
participants. For example, after my first two interviews with the first two participants, I
added two separate lines of questions to my interview guide (their experience with
applying and who they shared that information with and their experience based on
personal identifiers), one of which led to important findings that are discussed in chapter
four. Without overlapping the interviews, this important finding may have been missed.
This method of using participant responses to direct questions for future participants, as
suggested by Smith (2004), was very important to my study.

Data Analysis Procedures
Data analysis occurred in several different ways, including writing memos
through the study, transcribing each interview with all participants, and data and conceptdriven coding. Each of these techniques are explained in detail below. Together, these
data analysis practices led to the development of several themes and findings in this
study, which will be discussed in chapter four.
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As briefly mentioned above, I wrote memos throughout this research project.
Writing memos throughout my research allowed me to record my ideas and facilitated
reflection and analytic insight. Furthermore, writing memos ensured my thoughts and
insights were recorded so during the length of my large research project, I did not forget
my thoughts. Memos also served as a timeline of my evolving understanding and initial
analysis of the studied phenomenon. I wrote memos each time I interacted with my
research (i.e., during and after interviews, during transcriptions, during coding, during
writing) to maintain and organize my thoughts. Memos ranged in length and style from
simple notes to several pages, depending upon my need for them at that particular
moment (Maxwell, 2013).
Transcription
All interviews were automatically audio and video recorded through the Zoom
application and saved to a specified folder on my laptop. At the conclusion of each
interview, I manually transferred these files to a password protected location on my
laptop to ensure the confidentiality of the data. The interviews were transcribed within
two months of the interviews occurring, either by myself or a transcriptionist. I relistened
to each interview transcribed by the transcriptionist and compared the recording to the
transcript to ensure accuracy and to re-familiarize myself with the data. I also had to
make interpretations about what some things meant, like facial expressions or pauses, to
determine if they were meaningful or significant. Transcription of the interviews was
important because “transcription facilitates the close examination of data, which is so
imperative for interpretation” (Tracy, 2013, p. 178). Psathas and Anderson (1990) further
assert that transcription includes analysis of data (i.e., audio and video recordings). I
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found these assertions to be true as after transcribing participants’ interviews, I began to
develop several themes even before coding began.
The goal of transcribing the interviews was to record and begin analysis of the
major topics of discussion about fellows’ experiences while serving in AgriCorps.
Interviews were transcribed verbatim. Thus, while I did not evaluate how participants
spoke (i.e., pace, sequence, volume), I did record disfluencies (i.e., “ummm”, starting and
stopping a thought) as they indicated a variety of emotions (Tracy, 2013). According to
Erard (2007), disfluencies may indicate various emotions or added cognitive load that
could be observed when discussing a complicated topic or one never considered before.
This indicated that verbatim transcription was appropriate for this study. Although audiovisual recordings were available, only what was considered central to the research
question (understanding the experience of teaching agriculture abroad), was transcribed
(Bezermer & Mavers, 2011; Du Bois, Schuetze-Coburn, Cumming, & Paolino, 1993).
According to Bloom (1993), being selective in what I chose to transcribe allowed me to
develop “lean transcriptions” that allowed for “rich interpretations” (pp. 152, 154).
Furthermore, “transcription can never be complete or objective because the extent of
detail that can be transcribed is limited both practically and theoretically. Transcription
necessarily involves selection,” (Lapadat & Lindsay, 1999, p. 72). Thus, I omitted visual
elements of the interview, such as participant gestures, clothing, position, and facial
expressions, from transcription as they did not add to the understanding of the desired
phenomenon. At the completion of transcriptions for all of a participant’s interviews, I
emailed the document(s) to the participants to ensure I did not misinterpret the meaning
or substance of what he or she said. I also gave participants the opportunity to not include
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certain data. When participants shared their feedback of the transcriptions with me, I
made all updates and revisions requested to produce the final transcriptions. One
participant did request that I alter the description of her current job title, which I obliged.
I do not believe this affected my interpretation or findings as the change was for
clarification purposes. The final transcriptions were the documents used for coding.
These member checks strengthened the accuracy and validity of my data (Maxwell,
2013).
Coding
Coding was both data and concept-driven. To move from coding to data analysis,
I engaged in “an exploration of how codes and categories relate to the original data, to
other data, to theoretical ideas, and so forth,” (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996, p. 46). To do
this, I engaged with codes based on my theoretical and conceptual frameworks as well as
codes that emerged from my data (Dey, 1993). I completed coding with the ATLAS.ti8
Qualitative Data Analysis Software, which is a commercial computer program that
enables researchers to organize and code materials in a project (ATLAS.ti8 Scientific
Software Development, 2020).
Concept-driven codes identify patterns or emergent themes from data (Coffey &
Atkinson, 1996). Because the goal of coding is to use codes to link between particular
segments of data and the categories researchers want to use to conceptualize those
segments, concept-driven codes allowed me to designate a term to a meaningful theme or
insight in my data to answer my research question (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996). I began
with data-driven coding because I wanted to truly see the phenomenon from the
participants’ eyes. Starting with Participant one, Interview one, I read through the
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transcription and coded what stood out to me. These codes ranged from simple labeling
(i.e., training received from AgriCorps, resources available to them) to emotions shared
in the interviews (i.e., anticipation, guilt, excitement). I next moved to Participant one,
Interview two, and then Participant one, Interview three, following the same steps. After
the first round of coding Participant one’s transcriptions, I began the process again with
Participant one, Interview one. I followed this procedure for each participant. After
completing two rounds of coding with the three interview transcriptions from a
participant, I returned to prior participant transcriptions to see how new codes developed
in later interviews were or were not present in earlier participants’ data. This iterative
approach to coding allowed me to continually analyze data as new perspectives,
observations, and themes became clearer. As mentioned earlier, I used memos throughout
the coding process to record the progression of my thoughts and analyses. Additionally, I
video-conferenced with my research chair to share my progress and to receive feedback.
After I completed data-driven coding, I moved on to concept-driven coding.
Concept-driven coding is the use of theoretical and/or conceptual frameworks to develop
a list of codes prior to reading data. Miles and Huberman (1994) suggest this is a useful
and important way to code data. Coffey and Atkinson (1996) describe concept-driven
coding as a practical step to organize data in meaningful categories. To start this process,
I compared Mezirow’s (1991) steps of transformative learning, Kolb’s (1976) steps of
experiential learning, and the various models of intercultural interactions (Bennett, 1986;
Hottola, 2004; Oberg, 1960) to my data-driven codes. I identified those aspects of my
theoretical background in my data-driven codes. I used this comparison to do two things:
further break down data-driven codes and identify potential gaps in my analysis.
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By breaking down data-driven codes based on theory, I was better able to connect
my findings to the process of transformative learning and better able to articulate how the
phenomenon of serving as an AgriCorps fellow was transformative for participants. An
example of a data-driven code further broken by theory was my code “perception
change”, which was indicated by a participant seeing something in a new way. Applying
transformative theory (Mezirow, 1991) to this code, I was further able to break down and
understand these changes by identifying if the change was an elaboration or alteration of
a perspective, the development of a new perspective, or if the experience led to a revision
of habit due to critical assessment. More on this analysis can be found in chapter four.
By identifying potential gaps in my analysis by seeing what concept-driven codes
were missing from my data-driven coding, I was able to uncover additional findings. For
example, I did not originally code specifically for Bennett’s (1986) stages of intercultural
sensitivity. After seeing this gap and going back through the transcriptions to code for
them, I was able to analyze which parts of fellows’ experiences were based in
ethnocentrism versus those based in ethnorelativism and draw conclusions on the
transformative learning of the fellow based on that scale. More on this analysis can be
found in chapter four.
Trustworthiness
To build confidence in my study, I employed several different methods.
Triangulation, or the use of multiple sources of data (multiple participants, from different
years and location of service within AgriCorps), were used in this study to ensure
authenticity and accuracy. Triangulation “reduces the risk of chance associations and of
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systematic biases due to a specific method,” (Maxwell, 2013, p. 128). In addition,
triangulation allowed for multiple realities to be explored (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005).
By completing multiple interviews with multiple participants with frequent
member checks during data collection through the sharing and evaluation of transcripts, I
created a rich data set. The collected data were varied in context and very rich in
explanations, as well as in examples of the concepts I sought to understand from this
study. Furthermore, these rich data sets provided a good foundation for my findings
(Maxwell, 2013).
As previously mentioned, I employed member checks both during data analysis
and after the development of final themes to ensure the accuracy and validity of my
understanding and interpretation of participant responses and to ensure a lack of personal
bias (Maxwell, 2013). I achieved this by emailing my participants, sharing my findings
with them, including all transcripts from their interviews, and asking for their feedback
on the accuracy of my work. I offered participants the opportunity to correct any mistakes
from the transcripts, clarify any points, and redact any data they no longer wished to
share.
Limitations
As with all research, some limitations existed for this study. In qualitative
research, the researcher is the instrument for both data collection and interpretation. Thus,
I continuously engaged in reflection, provided transparent reports to reveal personal
biases, and attempted to limit those biases through continuous writing and evaluation of
research memos and member checks throughout the data collection and analysis
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processes. In addition, all data in this study was self-reported. Thus, I assumed
participants responded truthfully. Participants were not all from the same year of service
in AgriCorps; as a result, their experiences may vary based upon specific occurrences
during their year of service. Therefore, I assumed the data-generating techniques in this
study represented typical behavior for the participants, regardless of which year the
fellow served. While I reasonably believe I reached theoretical saturation, it is also
possible that a somewhat larger sample size might have made my findings more robust.
An additional limitation in this study was the personal time constraint that
prevented me from transcribing each interview as it occurred and before the next
interview. Had I been able to transcribe each interview as it occurred, I would have had
more time to analyze the data as I gathered them. As Tracy (2003) points out,
“transcription facilitates the close examination of data, which is so imperative for
interpretation” (p. 178). However, I adjusted for this limitation in my study by listening
to the audio recording of each interview prior to the next one, keeping memos on my
thoughts as I listened, and developing a list of probing and/or clarifying questions I
wanted to ask prior to completing the next interview.

Chapter Summary
This chapter outlined my positionality, theoretical and epistemological views,
qualitative research approach, and data analysis methods. The qualitative paradigm
allowed me to understand and interpret participants’ feelings and thoughts regarding the
phenomenon in question (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). The phenomenological approach
allowed me to understand and interpret the essence of the international agricultural
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education experiences of AgriCorps fellows. To understand the essence of the AgriCorps
fellow experience, a series of three interviews were conducted. The data were analyzed
using both data-driven and concept-driven coding.

98

In chapter one of this study, I described the importance of and need for
international agricultural education, as well as the importance of and need for research on
how this field impacts the educators involved in them. Chapter two introduced my
conceptual framework and included theories of transformative learning, experiential
learning, models of cross-cultural interaction, and potential factors that could impact the
experiences of international agricultural educators. Chapter two also included a review of
prior research. In chapter three, I described my positionality, research design, and data
collection and analysis procedures.
The purpose of this qualitative, phenomenological study was to understand the
essence of an international agricultural education experience by analyzing the AgriCorps
fellow experience. In this chapter, I will discuss the findings for the following objectives:
Objective 1: Describe how AgriCorps fellows experienced the day to day work
related to their position.
Objective 2: Assess how fellows were personally impacted by their experiences in
AgriCorps.
Objective 3: Assess how fellows were professionally impacted by their
experiences in AgriCorps.
I will also discuss theoretical implications that emerged from my study. To ensure the
privacy of participants, pseudonyms were assigned to both their names and service
locations in Ghana. As mentioned in Chapter three, Bill and Akosua chose their own
pseudonyms and I chose the pseudonyms for the remaining participants.
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Participants
In phenomenology, researchers seek to understand social and human problems
and experiences by collecting and analyzing data from the perspective of participants
(Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). To achieve the objectives of this study, I had the opportunity
to spend a significant amount of time interviewing the participants about their
backgrounds, experiences as an AgriCorps fellow, and their thoughts and reflections on
their service. Through the time spent collecting data from participants and then analyzing
it, several themes emerged regarding the phenomenon of the AgriCorps experience. This
would not have been possible without the five participants of this study. Below is a brief
introduction to Emma, Olivia, Mia, Bill, and Akosua.
Emma
Emma grew up in a small, rural, Mid-western town where she was very involved
in animal agriculture and 4-H. She often accompanied her father to cattle feedlots and
had many fond memories of those experiences. In 4-H, Emma participated in many
competitive and leadership events. She described herself as “driven, but I don’t always
know towards what or what I think is the right thing is not always what is the best fit for
me. Honest. Hard working. Reliable.” She chose to go out of state for her post-secondary
education because she desired to expand her worldview past her home state. Emma
completed both bachelor’s and master’s degrees in agriculture. She was introduced to
AgriCorps by a speaker in one of her classes and decided to apply for a fellowship. At the
age of 22, she served as a fellow in the first cohort during 2014-2015, which at the time
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of participation in this study put her four and a half years out from her experience. Her
placement was at a tertiary teacher preparation college. Although she had originally
intended to work in the animal science industry, specifically in ruminant nutrition, Emma
chose to work in extension after her time with AgriCorps. One aspect she greatly enjoyed
about her current position was working in youth leadership development.
Olivia
Olivia grew up in a mid-size, southern city without a background in agriculture
until middle school when she became involved in 4-H and in high school when she joined
her school’s FFA chapter. During her time in FFA, Olivia enjoyed showing dairy cattle.
Like Emma, Olivia was heavily involved in agricultural competitions and leadership
roles. In fact, she said, “I was a product of agricultural education and that’s what I think
really drew me to AgriCorps.” She described herself as laid back, dependable, and
adventurous. Olivia studied abroad during college and after completing her bachelor’s
degree worked in the agriculture industry for a short period of time. She then returned to
graduate school to complete her master’s degree to broaden her career opportunities in
international development. Olivia met a recruiter for AgriCorps while completing her
master’s program. She served as a fellow in the second cohort at the age of 26 in 20152016, which at the time of participation in this study put her three and a half years out
from her experience. Her placement was at the 4-H Ghana office. At the time of the
interviews, Olivia worked in international trade and development.
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Mia
Growing up on a Midwestern corn and soybean farm with a few livestock used for
showing, Mia was heavily involved in agriculture. She participated in 4-H with a variety
of projects (her favorite being home improvement projects) and leadership roles. She
described herself as organized, having a strong work ethic, and having a “Type A
personality while also being able to go with the flow”. During her time in college, Mia
studied abroad before completing her bachelor’s degree in Agricultural Communications.
She met an AgriCorps recruiter at her college’s job fair as a senior and although she had
not considered working internationally prior to that meeting, Mia decided to apply for a
fellowship position. She served as a fellow in the second cohort at the age of 22 from
2015-2016, which at the time of participation in this study put her three and a half years
out from her experience. Mia was placed at a senior high school. During her time in
Ghana, Mia discovered a love for agricultural education and enjoyed working with
various outreach programs in her subsequent position with the Farm Bureau.
Bill
Bill grew up on a small Midwestern farm with both crop and livestock production.
He was very active in 4-H, more with projects when he was younger and then in
leadership roles when he was in high school. He described himself as flexible and
adaptable and he “look[s] for meaning in whatever I do”. While completing his
undergraduate degree, he studied abroad in a service learning program in Africa, which
sparked his interest in working abroad after graduation. Like Mia, Bill was introduced to
AgriCorps at his college’s career fair and decided to pursue a fellowship because it
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allowed him to work abroad in a field related to his major (horticulture). He served as a
fellow in the third cohort at the age of 22 from 2016-2017, which at the time of
participation in this study put him two and a half years out from his experience. His
placement was at a senior high school. At the time of the interviews, Bill worked for a
landscaping company.
Akosua
Akosua did not grow up on a farm, but she frequently visited her family’s dairy
farm when living in the Northeast. Her parents also had jobs in the agricultural industry.
She was very involved both in competitions (with favorites being in Wildlife and
Envirothon) and in leadership roles in FFA. She described herself as forward, organized,
disciplined, sociable, and at times controlling. Her Christian faith was very important to
her. She studied abroad multiple times while earning her undergraduate degree and was
originally interested in pursuing a career in the non-profit field that incorporated food
science to drive international development. Akosua said, “I definitely had a heart for the
nations, for different cultures, and for helping people in whatever way that would be.”
Her college advisor introduced her to AgriCorps and she decided to apply for a
fellowship. Akosua served as a fellow in the first cohort at the age of 23 from 2014-2015,
which at the time of participation in this study put her four and a half years out from her
experience. Her placement was at a junior high school. During her time teaching in
Ghana, Akosua solidified her beliefs about the benefits of agricultural education,
specifically with regard to Supervised Agriculture Education projects (SAEs). At the time
of the interviews, she worked as an agricultural educator, but was looking into other
career fields.
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Phenomenon of Daily Lived Experiences While Serving as an AgriCorps Fellow
The first objective in this study was to understand what daily life was like when
serving as an AgriCorps fellow. Participants shared many stories of their time as fellows,
including what their living situation looked like, what their daily routines were, what
interactions with other people looked like, what their professional roles were, and things
they did in their personal time. It is important to note here that all fellows were placed in
different communities that gave each a unique experience that they processed and worked
through in their own ways. Despite the differences in placement and processing, several
themes emerged as components that majorly impacted their experience, including the
impact of fellows’ perceived identities, isolation in country, and the importance of
relationships.
Perceived Identity
The moment fellows arrived in their community, their new neighbors, colleagues,
and students perceived specific things about the fellows’ identity. Those assumptions,
whether accurate or not, played a significant role in the daily experiences of AgriCorps
fellows. The major areas of perceived identity that impacted the fellows are gender,
nationality, and ethnicity.
4.1.1.1 Gender
Differences in how men and women are treated in personal and professional
settings is not unique to Ghana, and certainly not unique in the agricultural field.
Although the number of women who choose to go into an agricultural career is
increasing, difficulties still arise for women in agriculture in the U.S., such as lower pay
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and fewer women being chosen for leadership roles within agriculture (United States
Department of Agriculture, 2019). Specifically within agricultural education, current
trends show that women are outnumbering men. In fact, the American Association for
Agricultural Education reported that 62.5% of new agriculture teachers from 2014-2016
were women (Lawver, Foster, & Smith, 2018). Thus, it is not surprising that the makeup
of participants for this study had four females and one male.
Of the participants, both Emma and Mia shared a recognition of challenges for
women in agriculture in the United States. Emma stated the following about talking to
agriculturalists in her current job in the U.S. as a 4-H agent, “Talking to producers is one
of my favorite things and it’s interesting how being female and having a nose ring are
things that exclude you from conversations. That barrier is fascinating.” Despite this
previous exposure to challenges regarding their gender, the barriers were more prevalent
in Ghana for most female participants and played an important role in the experiences of
AgriCorps fellows.
Emma, Olivia, Mia, and Akosua shared stories about how being female impacted
their time as a fellow. All four female participants experienced being female in Ghana in
both similar and dissimilar ways, ranging from observations of how the host country
nationals in their community see and value women to how they themselves were treated
and valued as a woman.
Two fellows were placed in regions of Ghana that had conflicting cultural views
of women than what the fellows had grown up with in the United States. Akosua shared
that her experience with men in her community was challenging from the beginning:
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Something that really always stands out to me when I think cultural and West
Africa is the value of women. Specifically in my community, it was a polygamist
church that was the school and community. And so this leader, who was also the
head of the church, had like seven wives and like 42 kids, and although that
wasn’t common in the community, because he was wealthy and it was more
accepted for him to have multiple wives. And they did not look down upon the
fact that a man could have more than one wife and therefore treat her as though
she’s just another asset. I’ll never forget one of the first times I think we met and
then another fellow from my cohort came and visited. She’s very blonde and blue
eyed and very Aryan and so she would get a lot of attention. And I would never
forget one of the locals, like teachers at my school or the community members,
joked- kind of joked, but kind of serious- he’s like, ‘you should be my second
wife.’ And- to the other fellow. And so I think that just kind of set the stage for
kind of a sour experience with the men of my community. Just not feeling like
they would respect me as a fellow neighbor and educator. I was just seen as a
white woman who had money. That’s what I felt, but I know that not everyone
thought that way. I think I was bitter about the view of women in the society, in
the culture.
The experiences and feelings described by Akosua in this excerpt contributed to a
personal challenge of connecting with people in her community. I will go further into
detail on these challenges later in this chapter. In addition, these experiences were very
much disorienting dilemmas for Akosua, beginning the transformative learning process
(Mezirow, 1991).
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Because she worked with many male Ghanaian 4-H advisors during her year of
service, Olivia’s experiences with gender played a larger role in her professional than
personal life in Ghana. She shared:
Even in the schools, a lot of the [4-H] advisors were male. I’m trying to thinkwhen we would have trainings there would be females there, but not very many.
The proportion is very different [to the proportion of males to females in
American 4-H advisor positions]. And that made it interesting for me as a female
in the [4-H] office because I would say stuff and they’d be like oh, ok, pat on the
head. And I’d be like, ‘No, I have a master’s in this. I know what I’m talking
about.’ And then I was always compared to my previous- who I was followingand it was always, ‘Oh, he did this, he said this, do you think that, too?’ And I’m
like, ‘No, I am a separate person than him.’ The person that followed my role
after me was also male. And he had much more success in getting things started…
They loved him because he was a male.
Olivia struggled with acceptance in the workplace for many months. This was a
disorienting dilemma that led to a very transformative moment for her that still plays a
role in her daily life today (more on this later in the chapter). She shared:
I also gained a backbone while being over there, because you kind of have to.
You’re put in situations that- and while Ghana is an easy country, it’s still easy to
be kind of... you still have to stand up for yourself in certain situations or be more
aware of your surroundings in situations. So learning how to tell guys no, I’m not
marrying you. Or no, I will not be your ‘friend’, which means girlfriend. Or you
know, just pushing off unwanted advances. Or just standing up to my male
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colleagues who [ask], ‘Why don’t you come out and drink beers with us?’ ‘Well,
how many times have you invited me to drink beers?’ ‘Well, none. But you
should come.’ ‘Well, how many times do you sit down and have beers with a
female that you are not trying to date?’ ‘Oh, well, we never do that.’ Well, yes,
because that’s cultural. You know, just having those tougher kinds of
conversations that I shied away from before.
Having these conversations with her male colleagues shows how Olivia progressed
through Bennett’s (1986) stages of intercultural sensitivity. This quote is an example of
how she not only navigated these situations with ethnorelativism (recognition that one’s
personal culture is not central to all reality), but she also led her coworkers through these
same stages. She recognized and respected that there were cultural differences (stage
four- adaptation), showed empathy and understanding when speaking through these
differences with coworkers (stage 5- adaptation), and finally she was able to successfully
navigate and participate in the Ghanaian culture (stage 6-integration). Having these
conversations also demonstrate how Olivia completed the process of transformative
learning in regards to this aspect of her experience. This quote demonstrates that she was
able to build competence and self-confidence in her relationships (step nine) and that she
reintegrated this learning based on her new perspective back into her life (step 10)
(Mezirow, 1991).
When asked if she’d been prepared for experiences with host country nationals
relating to her gender, Olivia shared that AgriCorps did not initially have the impact of
one’s gender as a component of training. While she had the support of AgriCorps staff
and her other fellows, Olivia navigated the dilemmas presented as a result of her gender
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mostly on her own. However, Olivia made sure to share her struggles with AgriCorps and
it was included in following years’ training. Olivia made a point to include the new male
fellows in training. She challenged them to include their male students in conversations
about gender because all women, not just fellows who are women, are treated differently
than males in Ghana. Olivia suggested, “You should do gender training. Maybe bring in
one of your female teammates and they do gender training with the girls and the boys.
Talk to the boys, too. We need to teach the boys how to have respect and equality, as
well.” Ghana 4-H was on board with this plan and had in fact received a Bill and Melinda
Gates Foundation grant to focus on the fifth “H”, which was “her”. Olivia worked closely
with this grant and helped to develop training, resources, and professional development
opportunities for 4-H Ghana advisors (who were typically male) to learn how to recruit
and retain female 4-H members.
As the only male participant, Bill shared that his gender was not the most
influential perception of his identity, but he did have experiences sparked by his gender.
He shared that:
There might have been a couple of odd times where somebody would present
their sister, ‘Oh, you should marry her and take her back to America,’ or
something like that, but it was never anybody that I knew well… I remember at
one point I was walking into my co-teacher’s office and he was talking to a
female student. And I don’t remember how it came up. She pointed at me and was
like, ‘Oh, he’s my boyfriend.’ I was like, ‘What the hell? I’m leaving the room
right now.’ But they just laughed at it.
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Had either of these situations occurred in the U.S., Bill would likely have had much
different reactions by those around him and also by himself.
4.1.1.2 Ethnicity and Nationality
While gender played a huge role in the experiences of Olivia and Akosua, it was
less important to Emma, Mia, and Bill. These three participants found that other aspects
of their identity, specifically being white and American, had a far greater impact on their
experiences. Olivia and Akosua also experienced these parts of their identities playing a
role in their interactions with host country nationals, but to a lesser extent.
Mia described her experience with host country nationals’ perceptions of her
identity as:
The North is predominantly Muslim and not to say that women are looked down
upon, but they aren't really often looked to for positions of power or authority and
people always would ask me, if you're going to like other Americans, if it was
tough for me to get people convinced that they should try out one of my ideas
because I was a woman. And this sounds terrible, but I almost feel that because I
was American, it almost trumped the fact that I was also a woman. I mean, they
were just like, ‘Oh, let’s give it a try.’ I didn’t experience as much resistance to
my ideas simply because I was a woman.
Mia was certainly not the only fellow to experience this phenomenon. Bill shared that:
It definitely took a lot of getting used to how much of the labels applied to myself.
I think being an American and being white were definitely the most of the
influential ones. There was definitely a perception that I had money. Certainly
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relative to some people I did have money, but then again at the same time, it’s not
like the AgriCorps life allowed for me to live in luxury by any means.
For Bill, this perception of his identity resulted in the experience of haggling in the
marketplace with Ghanaians. They believed he was wealthy and therefore tried to charge
him higher prices.
Mia shared another experience where her nationality played out in her favor,
specifically within her school system and her experience of getting tools she needed for
the school garden:
But in order to even get our irrigation system put in, I had to approach our
headmaster to get funds for that and as much as I hate to say it, I only got those
funds because I was the American coming and asking to do it. Now if a teacher
wanted to, like a Ghanaian teacher, I think they would have had a much harder
time getting the money.
This quote demonstrates Mia’s reflections on step two of Mezirow’s (1991)
transformative learning process in which she completed self-examination with feelings of
guilt or shame. In this case, she felt guilt that her Ghanaian colleagues may have met with
more resistance than she as a white American had. She also completed step three of the
transformative learning process when she completed a critical assessment of the
sociocultural assumptions present in this scenario (Mezirow, 1991). In the years after Mia
left her placement, she learned that the school garden did not continue. The garden was
established before Mia came, and she was disappointed that those in her community who
could have assisted and kept the garden going did not choose to do so.
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Isolation in Ghana
Immersion in any new culture for even a small amount of time can be challenging
(Hottola, 2004; Oberg, 1960). Learning to live and work as a change agent in a new
culture within the fellowship time frame (11 months) meant that AgriCorps fellows had
to immerse, adapt, and assimilate to Ghanaian culture quickly if they hoped to make
sustainable change. To assist with these challenges, AgriCorps provided training prior to
leaving the U.S., in the first few weeks of living in Ghana, and throughout the year at
monthly meetings where all fellows and an AgriCorps staff member met. Some of the
training was more applicable for certain fellows than others as can be seen in the
following discussion on language, demographics and personal choices. As a result, some
fellows overcame isolation in country faster than others.
Bennett’s (1986) Model of Intercultural Sensitivity describes this period of
isolation as the first stage of ethnocentrism (please refer to chapter two for a thorough
explanation of this model). In the first stage (denial), those immersed in new culture
experience social or physical isolation that prevents exposure or contact to cultures
different from their own. In the case of AgriCorps fellows, who were placed in
communities, social isolation was the biggest influencer in the denial stage. Isolation
could also be considered a disorienting dilemma (Constantinian, Guinyard, Hermosisima,
Lehman, & Webb, 2008) and therefore, the beginning of the transformative learning
process (Mezirow, 1991). Based on the participants’ experiences, community
demographics, language, and personal choice were the three main causes of isolation.
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4.1.1.3 Demographics
As described in chapter three, each fellow was placed in a different community,
with the majority of fellows working in junior and senior high schools. However, there
were occasions when fellows worked in communities that were very different from the
communities in which other fellows were placed, including tertiary schools and culturally
diverse communities. While communicating with the people of a new culture is
challenging by itself (Conner, Roberts, & Stern, 2016), the demographics of the unique
placements sometimes caused additional challenges that led to isolation and disorienting
dilemmas for the fellows. For example, Emma was an instructor at a tertiary college,
which resulted in a significant challenge unique to her placement:
I was on a college campus where it was harder to build community within my
community. I’m still in touch with a lot of my students, or a handful of students.
I’m still in touch with a few teachers that I was close with, but overall building a
community was really hard as far as like having friends to go hang out with,
because there wasn’t consistency on campus. You know, students leave for
summer breaks. And a lot of the teachers left because they had homes in other
places, so it just- that was weird and hard. That was really hard, actually.
The isolation Emma experienced caused her to progress through step five of Mezirow’s
(1991) transformative learning (exploration of options for new roles, relationships, and
actions). She did this by finding several other places within her unique placement to build
community, such as frequently visiting businesses around her placement, the 4-H office,
and developing relationships with Peace Corps members also placed in her site.
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Additionally, Emma was able to overcome isolation by purposefully communicating and
building relationships with other fellows.
A second fellow, Akosua, faced an even greater source of disorientation and
isolation in her community due to demographics. Akosua’s placement was in a
polygamist community, which was very much at odds with her Christian faith. As
discussed earlier, the community’s view and treatment of women were also a challenge
for Akosua. As a result, the population of potential personal connections for her were
limited. She shared:
The Mormon church is prevalent in Ghana. But even the LDS [Latter Day Saints]
global church, they are not embracing polygamy anymore, so I don’t even think
the LDS church in Ghana accepted it. But the community that I was in, this
religion, called the Saviour Church, it was only located in my community. So it
was like someone, a missionary way back when, started it and left, and they just
kind of took over and made it what they wanted and there was just not a focus onI don’t know. Yeah, it was pretty discouraging and it just made me pretty angry
about poor teachings and poor foundations of the faith… I tried to make friends
with some of the other teachers. There were a lot of male teachers who were
married, so culturally I didn’t really want to touch that or be around that in case of
talk or anything. There were only a couple of other female teachers. One was
single, one had children, and so I was trying to find people in similar stages of life
to hang out with. The only single female teacher didn’t live in town. She would
travel to come to school, so there wasn’t an easy way to catch up with her. I got
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along well with my host family... But, as for other connections in my community
specifically, I didn’t really have many.
Akosua did eventually connect with a religious community and found a friend in the city
of Koforidua (completing transformative learning step five of exploration of new actions,
roles, or relationships), but that did not occur until about halfway through her year of
service and she was not able to see that friend often due to the travel required to get to
Koforidua. Thus, the demographics of her community played a major role in Akosua’s
social isolation throughout the year.
4.1.1.4 Language
AgriCorps staff prepared training to help fellows overcome the challenges of the
demographics of their communities. One topic of training for AgriCorps fellows during
their first two weeks in Ghana included language lessons, which were intended to assist
fellows in communicating with host country nationals. However, as a couple of the
fellows explained, Ghanaians speak many different languages, mostly determined by the
region of the country they live in. Thus, depending on a fellow’s placement, the language
training may not have been helpful. Bill shared that:
The problem for me was that I lived near the border of the region, and so... I’m
trying to think of a good example. It’d be almost like in a border town in Texas
people speak a mixture of English and Spanish, even though we’re in Texas.
Since I was on the border of the region, I lived in the region where the official
language was Dagbani, but in reality, it was a mixture of multiple languages
because it was kind of a mixed area.
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As a result of the diversity at his placement site, the language training was not very
effective for Bill. As a result, he spent time on his own learning basic phrases common to
his area to assist in communication with host country nationals. Acquiring the knowledge
(language skills) needed for Bill to succeed in his community demonstrates that he
completed step seven of Mezirow’s (1991) transformative learning process (acquisition
of knowledge and skills for implementing one’s plans).
Another factor that challenged the usefulness of the language training was the
composition of the schools in which they worked. Most fellows taught at a boarding
school with students from all over Ghana. This meant that many of the students were not
in their home region, and thus their native language was not spoken. While most of the
teachers and students at the senior high schools spoke English, this was not the case
outside of the school setting. Even within the English spoken at the school, there were
cultural phrases that were unfamiliar to fellows. When asked about her experiences with
these phrases, Mia shared this story:
One of them that just sticks out to me is one of my students and I were talking,
and he said, ‘Oh madam, I’m coming,’ and I was like what do you mean? You are
already here. You’re standing right in front of me. Well, I’m coming means ‘I’ll
be right back.’ I was just so confused the first time I heard that. But if I were to
say to my students ‘I'll be right back’, they were like, ‘what are you talking
about?’ But when I say ‘I'm coming’, they were like ‘ok’.
This was just one example of cultural phrases fellows had to learn. Mia also shared that it
was only after approximately half her year of service that she had a good grasp of these
phrases used in Ghana (and completed step seven, or the acquisition of knowledge and
116

skills for implementing one’s plans, of Mezirow’s (1991) transformative learning
process).
Overcoming the communication barriers caused by the numerous Ghanaian
languages and cultural sayings was a major step to moving out of the first stage of
ethnocentrism and towards cultural adaptation (Bennett, 1986). Once effective
communication was achieved, personal and professional relationships could be fostered
(Conner & Roberts, 2015). I will discuss the importance of personal and professional
relationships later in this chapter.
4.1.1.5 Personal Choice
A final source of isolation from Ghanaian culture came from fellows’ personal
choices. The personal choice to isolate teeters between the first and second stages of
Bennett’s (1986) Model of Intercultural Sensitivity. Isolation, which is characteristic of
the denial stage, was still very much present even when the separating factor was the
fellows’ choice. In the second stage, defense, an immersed person recognizes cultural
differences and then tries to reason or counter the differences, often seen in fellows’
explanations as to why they chose to isolate themselves. Addressing cultural challenges
was present in responses from several participants in the study and because navigating
these challenges included dealing with other people and their beliefs, it required a longer
period of time to resolve. Akosua shared that:
But generally, and this is something I regret, I would spend a lot of time alone,
reading. And I read a lot of books. Or just being at- spending time in my room.
And I wish I was more active in the community and just using my free time to go
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make connections in the community with farmers and kids. I think I was isolating
myself a bit too much, because I felt like, oh, this is so different and I’m no use
here, or I don’t think I’m, I don’t know. I put myself in a different, isolated place
and I regret that.
Akosua was certainly not the only fellow that struggled with emotions that caused
self-isolation and this reflection is evidence she completed step two of Mezirow’s (1991)
transformative learning process (self-examination with feelings of guilt or shame). Bill
shared a similar story:
In the evenings I hung out around the house. Did a lot of reading. I was pretty
reserved and I think it took me a long time to adjust. Part of me was hesitant to
hang out with students outside of school because in some ways I felt like I got
enough interaction in the classroom and I just wanted some time with myself. I
didn’t really feel like I had the energy to be around students more. Towards the
end I started making more of an effort because I had a bit of resentment towards
other fellows because they had more of a community feel, either from living with
a host family or living in like their actual community, and I think the fact that I
was outside made me feel kind of isolated.
Because Bill initially chose to stay home, which was located just outside of the school’s
campus in his village, and because he did not live in a location that required interaction
with Ghanaians (such as living with a host family or roommate or on the school’s
campus), he did not have some of the experiences other fellows did. For example,
Akosua shared that she would play with her host family’s children and Emma shared that
she lived on her school’s campus next door to the pastor’s house, where she would
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interact with his children. Thus, Bill experienced more isolation than some of the other
participants in the study.
Despite the challenges shared by participants regarding isolation and the
important role it played in their daily lived experiences, the fellows did progress past this
stage of ethnocentrism. Interacting and building relationships with several different
groups of people aided in fellows’ movements through Bennett’s (1986) Model of
Intercultural Sensitivity, Mezirow’s (1991) transformative learning process, and played a
significant role in the AgriCorps fellow experience.
While isolation played a huge role in the daily lived experiences of fellows during
their year of service, the phenomenon of isolation was not confined to Ghana. Isolation
felt experienced by fellows upon returning to the U.S. also played a huge role in the
transformative learning process for fellows. This will be further discussed later in this
chapter.
Importance of Relationships
Successful navigation of Ghanaian culture required the fellows to build and
maintain relationships with multitudes of people, including Ghanaian colleagues,
Ghanaian students, others in the Ghanaian community, and other AgriCorps fellows. The
process of becoming a part of the community required purposeful, daily attention from
participants. As new members of their community, fellows worked as teachers in the
school, advisors for 4-H clubs, extension agents for agriculturalists, and in several other
capacities.
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4.1.1.6 With Host Country Nationals
Regardless of the role fellows were fulfilling, interactions with those in their
communities greatly impacted their day to day experience, as well as the overall
experience of serving as a fellow and their transformative learning. Within the different
roles, however, fellows experienced unique challenges, emotions, and successes. Personal
connections with learners in cross-cultural settings, especially within the role of a fellow,
were extremely important because “the success of an agricultural extension program in
any particular locality tends to be directly related to the extent of personal contact
between the people of that locality and the staff of the Extension Organization”
(Kouzekanani & Miller, 1985, p. 27). Overall, the three major segments of Ghanaian
communities fellows had the most interactions with were students, colleagues, and other
Ghanaians in their communities.
STUDENTS. Interactions with students occurred both in the classroom and out of
the classroom, but regardless of the location these experiences were monumental for
fellows as they spent much of their daily time with students. When asked about the high
points of their service, most participants shared a story that involved students. However,
when participants first arrived at their sites, they described challenges in getting used to
Ghanaian school systems, becoming comfortable with their students, and their students
becoming comfortable with them.
As mentioned previously, three of the five participants worked in either junior or
senior high schools and all were boarding schools. Each of those three participants
mentioned an unexpected start to the school year. Mia shared that:
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It was interesting because they have a set day that school is supposed to start and
so I came to school and I had my lesson plans and I knew exactly what I was
going to do and they had told me, ‘This is what you’ll be teaching. Here’s the
syllabus and some ancient textbooks and go for it.’ So, I came to the first day of
school ready to teach and I came to the school staff room and there’s a handful of
teachers and even less students and I am like ‘What is going on?’ And they
[AgriCorps staff] told us to be prepared and be flexible and things move at a
different pace in Ghana, but I was blown away. What happens is the first day of
school is really not the first day of school. You just kind of wait till at least half
the students are there and that’s your first day of school. So, I didn’t do any
teaching for almost a week, just waiting for students to come. And I remember
thinking, ‘What? How does this work?’ But it was so normal there and I
remember texting other fellows, ‘Yeah, I went to my first day of school and there
was no one there.’ And they were like, ‘Me, too, me, too.’ So, it’s very common, I
guess. That was the first day and not a lick of learning was done.
Similar situations occurred for Bill and Akosua. This was a new experience and
disorienting dilemma for all three participants, who each had grown up in an American
school system where the first day of school actually is the first day of school. After the
unexpected start to the year, all three participants began anxiously awaiting the actual
start of classes.
Once students arrived on campus and learning did begin, fellows still faced
challenges resulting from differences in Ghanaian and American teaching practices.
While training with AgriCorps, fellows learned that lecture and rote memorization were
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prevalent in Ghanaian school systems. They were also trained to challenge this by using
more experiential approaches. Bill explained:
I think that a big challenge, and that other fellows would agree with this, is that
the teaching methods we were using were pretty unorthodox because there was
more emphasis on participation and discussion rather than copying the notes from
the board and students regurgitating them for an exam. So, I think that
conversational system kind of threw students for a loop at first and they spent a
long time getting used to it. So even though I got more comfortable after that first
class, it was still an awkward month or so trying to help students think critically
and speak up. And not fear answering incorrectly and building up that confidence.
It was definitely challenging at first.
As time passed and their students became more comfortable with new pedagogical
practices, the fellows also learned more about Ghanaian culture and were able to
incorporate that into their teaching. For example, Akosua shared:
I found out that I love to incorporate dancing into this [her teaching] because
dancing is so much a part of their culture that they were like- or hand motions or
songs to learn things and that was pretty cool to see them embrace that and how it
was useful to help them learn rather than just rote memorization and lecture.
In this reflection and addition to her teaching practices, Akosua showed evidence of
movement through both Bennett’s (1986) Model of Intercultural Sensitivity and
Mezirow’s (1991) transformative learning process. For intercultural sensitivity, she
showed a willingness to allow cultural differences to dictate her behavior (stage five) and
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fully integrated into the Ghanaian culture (stage six) when she incorporated dancing into
her lessons. Within transformative learning, Akosua explored new options for her
teaching (step five), planned to use her new teaching method (step six), tried out using
dancing as a teaching tool (step eight), and built confidence in her ability to teach in a
Ghanaian classroom (step nine). Furthermore, Akosua’s changes and additions to her
teaching style and curriculum allowed her to be successful in a cross-cultural school
setting (Banks, 1990; Bensimon, 2004; Flannery & Ward, 1999; U.S. Department of
Education, 1992).
While engaging teaching strategies such as those described by Akosua helped
develop relationships and rapport with students in the classroom, fellows also worked
with students outside of the classroom to build relationships. This occurred in a variety of
ways, such as in the 4-H club for which fellows served as advisors. Public speaking and
leadership events played a large role in these experiences. Akosua shared how her
students assisted in the development of the opening ceremonies for 4-H Ghana, a script
that is still in use today:
We mimicked it after FFA opening ceremonies and let them decide what would
be a symbol of someone who is a President in your country? I don’t know if the
Present was still the sun. Like the Treasurer was the cocoa bean because the cocoa
bean was representative of money and income and commerce and trade in Ghana.
And the Advisor was the walking staff because the elders in the village would use
a walking staff to be shown as wise. And it was really cool to work with the
community to identify cultural items and then we wrote the script based on the
values of the officer position. And so that was really cool.
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The opening ceremonies became a 4-H competition, amongst several others. The results
of these competitions became important pieces of the fellow experience for many of the
participants. Mia shared the how these events impacted her students:
One of the categories for the speaking competition was to do a mock job
interview and the people interviewing them were their teachers and they had to go
into the staffroom to do the interview. It was over the weekend that we did this
competition, so there was no school going on, but the students were terrified to go
into the staffroom. Usually if you’re going into the staffroom, you’re in trouble.
And I was like, ‘No, no one’s in trouble, this is just the interviews.’ And I
remember this girl, Aisha, she was literally trembling and she’s like, ‘I don’t want
to go in there and I don’t want to do this.’ And then I’m like, ‘You got nothing to
lose. Just go in there. I know you’ve been practicing for this. Just go in there and
try your best.” And she came out a whole new woman. I mean, she had her head
high and she was like, ‘That wasn’t so bad.’ And I think it was cool to give those
kids that experience of having a job interview and having to present themselves in
a professional manner.
Developing leadership events also allowed Ghanaian students an opportunity to excel.
One experience in particular stood out to Emma:
My officer team put on a leadership night where they got permission to use the
school auditorium, they showed a TED talk video, they had a discussion on it,
they had some speakers talk about leadership and why it- and ethics, and stuff like
that, and it was so cool to see. And the whole school came, which was awesome.
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This event was so memorable to Emma that she described it as the high point of her year
of service in AgriCorps. Seeing students develop was rewarding for fellows and this
growth process was an important aspect of their daily experience.
Outside of 4-H events, another way fellows built relationships with students
outside of school was by engaging in things students participated in extracurricularly.
This looked different for each fellow. For example, Mia often met with students on her
porch to practice questions for upcoming exams. She also attended local sporting events.
Bill also participated in athletic activities to engage students:
I started to go play soccer with them [students] and stuff like that towards the end,
and I was in nowhere near good enough shape to keep up with them and I was
terrible at soccer, but at least I was getting out and having fun and I think just
being human. I think a lot of them saw teachers as such authority figures and
people definitely to be respected, but also kind of feared. I think I changed that
perception a little bit, at least on my part.
Bill’s relationship with students definitely benefited from his willingness to participate in
their cultural activities.
By the end of their year of service, fellows also accomplished one of their major
goals in AgriCorps, which was to connect their students to Ghanaian farmers and
agriculturalists. To get to this point, the fellows had to build rapport and develop
relationships with both students and community members, and then connect the two
groups. Connections with community members were extremely important within
international agricultural education (Kiely, 2005; Roberts & Edwards, 2016). This was
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truly a culmination of their work and stood out to the fellows as important to their
experience. For example, Bill connected students to local sweet potato farmers, which
was a new crop for the area. He brought students to a sweet potato farm, where local
farmers showed students how sweet potatoes were grown and harvested. Then, they took
students into town where they prepared traditional dishes with the sweet potatoes that
students immediately got to eat and experience. Bill explained his thoughts on this
connection:
That was my favorite thing I did because we were constantly pulled to be ‘dot
connectors’. Find what’s existing in the community and connect people to those
opportunities. That was something that was really cool because all I did was lead
the students to the farm and I let the people that were running it take over from
there.
Mia had a similar experience in which she helped a student build his own incubator,
problem solved with him to figure out how to work it, and then connected that student to
a local poultry farmer who then collaborated with the student to get his poultry flock
started. For both Mia and Bill, these were extremely rewarding moments from their year
of service that culminated from their work throughout the year.
Each of these experiences, from the first day of school to the end of their time as
fellows, forced fellows to try new options for their roles. They tried new pedagogical
methods. They tried different ways to connect with students outside of the classroom.
They found ways to connect students to local resources and mentors. These tasks built
competence and self-confidence in their roles as fellows, both of which are stages of
transformative learning (Mezirow, 1991). Thus, actively engaging in Ghanaian culture
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allowed interactions with host country nationals to both build relationships and facilitate
transformative learning.
COLLEAGUES. Whereas participants shared overwhelmingly positive experiences
of working with students, their descriptions and explanations of their interactions with
Ghanaian colleagues reflect much more challenging and complicated relationships.
Understanding how cultural differences in professional settings impact work is an
important aspect of international agricultural development (Woods, 2004) and the
participants certainly experienced this phenomenon. For example, earlier in this chapter I
discussed the challenges Olivia faced in her placement due to her gender. As a result of
those challenges, she developed what she called a “backbone” and what I describe here as
the ability to be assertive and stand up for herself in both personal and professional
scenarios. Although she did develop this ability early in her service for personal
situations (within the first two to three months) she still encountered challenging
situations with her colleagues. She reported:
With work it happened… It took a little bit longer because I was trying to feel out
what my place was in the office because I’m the visitor. It was a weird line of
you’re part of our staff, but you’re not... It got really weird right before Christmas.
They basically told me, ‘You’re not part of our staff. We don’t have to invite you
to meetings,’. And I was like, ‘Where did this come from? We were all fine
before this.’ And Chloe [an AgriCorps staff member who lived in Ghana with the
fellows], she was back home for break at the time and I’m texting her like, ‘I
don’t know what’s happening here. I don’t understand where this shift came
from.’ And so, trying to navigate that and not be- because by nature, I’m a more
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diplomatic person, but trying to figure out what the hell happened? But also being
like, ‘Okay, I understand and respect you. I’m the visitor here, but I know what
I’m talking about.’ I came back from Christmas and everything was fine, so I’m
not really sure what happened. It was a cultural faux pas. So culturally, you think
you understand things and then something happens and you’re like, ‘Well,
obviously I don’t understand this culture at all or understand this process.’ That
was happening to us up until the time we left because it’s just one of those things
you’ll never fully understand, especially why they do things. But it definitely gave
me a better way to think through that process and learn when I need to stand up
and when I can just sit back.”
Olivia later shared that her colleagues did acknowledge that some differences between
them were cultural. As Olivia navigated this challenging situation, she also navigated the
early steps of the transformative learning process. Interacting with Ghanaians while not
understanding their culture fully was a disorienting dilemma (step one). In admitting that
she did not understand the culture and critically assessing her assumptions about the
culture, she completed step three (Mezirow, 1991). Olivia also completed stage four of
Bennett’s (1986) Model of Intercultural Sensitivity. This stage, acceptance, occurred
because Olivia not only recognized that there were cultural differences between herself
and her Ghanaian colleagues, but she also accepted those differences.
Olivia was not the only fellow to have challenging conversations with colleagues.
Akosua described a complicated relationship between herself and her Ghanaian mentor
teacher (who has been given a pseudonym to protect Akosua’s identity):
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They [students] loved John and he was the 4-H leader because he cared about the
kids and that’s a volunteer position. And he always liked to do things and he was
a go-getter. So again, we were very similar in a lot of those ways. I liked to pick
things up and go with them. But I also like to have the answers and so did John
and so we would have confrontations and a lot of times it would come down to…
I remember arguing about something, or about the way something was or how to
do something, and he would say- I feel like it would constantly come down to,
‘Akosua, you are American and I am Ghanaian and this is Ghana. And so the way
things are are not going to always work the way you want them to be.’ And it was
a shut down, ‘I’m right, you’re wrong’ kind of situation, but it was always
important that I needed to hear truth in it and be humbled and realize that I’m not
going to know the right answers. This isn’t going to be an overnight solution. And
he would say, ‘What you’re saying is good, but this is the way things have been
forever and you can’t just change them and expect them to be changed.’ But I
would still try to challenge him and say, ‘But John, where do we start? How do
we start to create change that is lasting?’
While the situations Akosua described were no doubt tense, they also served as a source
of rational discussion for her. She listened to the perspective of another, challenged his
thinking, shared her thoughts, he challenged her thinking, and as a result Akosua
developed new perspectives, such as realizing that she would not always know the right
answers. Rational discussion and perspective changes are two steps in the transformative
process and they would not have been possible for Akosua without this complicated
relationship and interactions with John (Mezirow, 1991).

129

As exemplified in both Olivia and Akosua’s recollections of challenging
interactions with Ghanaian colleagues, most of the negative experiences participants
shared revolved around cultural differences. This is not an unusual phenomenon, as
Conner and Roberts (2016) found in a case study where undergraduate agriculture
students who completed a short-term study abroad program reported feeling a need to fit
in, but also experiencing frustration by language barriers and various cultural differences.
It takes time for people immersed in a new culture to grasp social norms and to
understand why those norms work in this community (Bennett, 1986; Kohls, 2001). Both
Olivia and Akosua were able to successfully navigate working with Ghanaian colleagues
to achieve goals during their time as a fellow, many of which would not have been
possible without collaboration with their colleagues. For example, Olivia developed and
implemented many training sessions for 4-H Ghana and Akosua and her mentor, John,
worked together to lead the 4-H club in many recreational and leadership activities, like
hiking and developing the opening ceremonies for 4-H Ghana. It is also important to
acknowledge that not all relationships with colleagues were challenging, such as Mia’s
relationship with a local farmer with whom she tried new planting techniques.
Overall, the participants in this study agreed that building relationships with
Ghanaians was vital to their service and what they were able to accomplish during that
time, a reflection that is supported by Thoron, Barrick, Roberts, Gunderson, and Samy
(2010) who found that in a collaborative learning scenario, relationship building is
necessary for the accomplishment of mutual goals. Many other studies support the
importance of collaboration in intercultural situations (i.e., Lindner & Dolly, 2012;
Ngomane, 2010). This, with the many examples given by participants, further indicates
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that improved interactions can be traced to the development of relationships between
Ghanaians and fellows as they came to mutual understandings of each other and their
respective cultures. This is well demonstrated by Mia’s thoughts on the end of her year of
service as a fellow:
I think it was at that point where I realized I don’t feel like a visitor anymore. I
feel like this is my home, this is my community, my friends, this is my church. I
didn’t feel alone at all. I was totally comfortable. Things were going well in the
school, things were going well with the 4-H group, things were going well with
the farmer group that I was working with. It was just a really high point in my
time of service there because it felt like my community at that point.
Mia, and the other participants, were able to build effective personal relationships
with their colleagues because they sought to understand the context from which their
Ghanaian colleagues were coming from, the fellows were flexible in their plans, and the
fellows worked to be approachable (Thoron, Barrick, Roberts, Gunderson, & Samy,
2010).
CONTINUED CONTACT. All five participants shared that they are still in contact
with several Ghanaians from their year of service via WhatsApp, Facebook, and
occasional phone calls. Participants still speak with their students, mentor teachers,
colleagues, and community members who became friends over the fellows’ year of
service. This communication, and the people with whom they are communicating, were
very important to the participants both when they initially returned to the U.S. and
continued to be important at the time of interviews.
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For example, Mia shared that in her experience, continuing contact with her
Ghanaian community after returning to the U.S. helped her to process her experience as a
fellow:
I’m just so grateful for the technology that exists that we can still communicate. I
think I’d have had a much harder time coming back from Ghana. It was kind of
comforting to be able to reach out some of these people [Ghanaians] and be able
to check in with them. If I would have done this or if I had been alive back in the
earlier days when we were doing things like Peace Corps, I think that’d be really
hard not being able to hear from these people [Ghanaians] who have been such a
great part of my life. So, just to reiterate, that that’s also been nice and also crucial
to the processing after you come home portion and reflection.
Self-reflection, especially when aided by rational discussion such as in Mia’s situation, is
an important theme in this study as well as an important step in the transformative
learning process and will be discussed later in this chapter (Mezirow, 1991).
Current communication with Ghanaians was also important to the participants in
this study. Emma shared that:
Besides my immediate family, kind of the only people that reached out and said
Merry Christmas or Happy New Year’s to me were the people I knew from
Ghana… I probably spend way more of my time casually conversating or socially
interacting via FaceBook or WhatsApp with my friends from West Africa than I
do with my friends in America… They’re [Ghanaians] just so much more
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intentional about keeping those relationships than a lot of Americans are... Like if
somebody impacts you, they’re just much more intentional about it.
There is no question that Emma, Olivia, Mia, Bill, and Akosua were impacted by the
various groups of host country nationals they worked with and that those relationships
contributed greatly to their day to day experiences. As evidenced by Mia and Emma’s
quotes, this impact did not end in Ghana. More discussion on how these interactions led
to perspective changes for participants, and therefore led to transformative learning, can
be found later in this chapter.
OTHER GHANAIANS IN THEIR COMMUNITY. Interactions with groups in fellows’
communities with whom they had daily contact were obviously important pieces of the
AgriCorps experience, but many of the participants shared several experiences with other
Ghanaians in their community that were impactful and demonstrated the daily culture of
how Ghanaians interacted with them. All five participants shared that their communities
were welcoming to them, and this was something the participants experienced continually
through their time in Ghana. Mia described the kindness she experienced from her
Ghanaian community members starting the day she arrived in country:
The people were also almost overwhelmingly friendly, which you didn’t know
that coming in, but a lot of Ghanaians are just coming from across the street and
you don’t know this person, but they’ll come from across the street just to ask you
where you’re going and you’re like what the heck do you care? That’s not how
we are here in the States and they’re [Ghanaians] really friendly. It’s not that they
want to be in your business. They just want to make sure that you are getting
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where you need to go and that you’re not lost. I thought that was really cool to
experience just how friendly all these people are that I didn’t even know.
Olivia shared a similar experience when she stopped to ask a shopkeeper for
directions. The shopkeeper stopped working and walked Olivia to the correct location
rather than simply giving verbal directions. She reflected on why she thought Ghanaians
were so willing to help others based on an experience she had:
And one time- this was towards the end. I know that I had been living in Ghana
for a while. I got on a tro [bus] and this guy was trying to get on with this like two
year old, and I immediately, just a gut reaction, held out my arms, took the baby
in my lap. The dad got settled and I just set it down in the seat between us. That
was normal. So I think there’s just much more acceptance of wanting to help
people out because a lot of people are in the same boat and they’re just trying to
live life.
In this experience, Olivia demonstrated that she completed Bennett’s (1986) Model of
Intercultural Sensitivity to achieve ethnorelativism, which is the recognition that one’s
personal culture is not central to all reality. Olivia completed stage four, acceptance,
when she acknowledged and respected cultural differences. She completed stage five,
adaptation, by allowing her understanding of cultural differences to dictate her behavior
and she completed stage six, integration, when she successfully navigated and
participated in multiple cultures. Additionally, she completed steps nine and 10 of
Mezirow’s (1991) transformative learning process by building confidence in her new
relationships and developing new perspectives on people of another culture.
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Bill also experienced kindness from Ghanaians in which he demonstrated stage
four of Bennett’s (1986) Model of Intercultural Sensitivity in which he acknowledged
and respected cultural differences. He shared one prominent experience in which a
Ghanaian stranger showed immense kindness when he caught malaria while traveling in
Southern Ghana:
I stumbled out of the bus and I grabbed the first person I saw and I said ‘I need a
hospital.’ This person flagged down a taxi for me, got in the taxi with me, went to
the hospital with me, and she sat with me through all the tests and everything. I
got two shots and then I was feeling very tired and so I asked if I could lay down
at the hospital and they said, ‘Yeah, that’s fine.’ She said, ‘I’m going to come
back and check on you.’ So I laid down and fell asleep and her son showed up a
couple hours later and said ‘Do you have anywhere to stay?’ I said, ‘No, I wasn’t
planning on staying here. I can find a hotel. The next day he showed up again and
brought me food. I was basically bed-ridden for two days and I had meds from the
hospital that I was taking to get rid of the malaria. He helped take care of me. He
and his mom were super nice, super great, super helpful. It was just out of the
kindness of their hearts. They never asked for anything in return, although I did
give them money in return at the end as I was very, very grateful for their help.
When people ask me if I felt safe there and what I thought of the people, that’s
usually the story I tell because that was a huge level of kindness that you don’t
find everywhere.
While participants also shared stories with negative interactions with Ghanaians, such as
confrontations with taxi drivers or colleagues, most stories shared from the participants’
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year of service in AgriCorps (such as those of Olivia, Mia, and Bill) were positive in
nature and demonstrated how the participants experienced living in Ghanaian
communities and interacting with strangers within those communities.
4.1.1.7 With Other Fellows
While interactions with Ghanaians were important and monumental for the
participants, interactions between fellows and the fellows’ cohort were also extremely
impactful. Gaw (2000) asserted that those living abroad seek the support and fellowship
of friends and family in an effort to avoid personal isolation, which occurs as a result of
culture shock. As previously discussed, Gaw’s (2000) assertion held true as the
participants in this study did experience isolation. According to Hottola (2004), one way
to overcome isolation when newly immersed is for the learner to break away from the
new culture by entering a metaworld, which is a safe retreat that is similar to the home
culture of the learner. After a brief reprieve, many people are then able to successfully
adapt to the new culture by accepting and integrating cultural differences (Hottola, 2005;
Oberg, 1960). Emma, Olivia, Mia, Bill, and Akosua enthusiastically described how their
relationships with other AgriCorps fellows served as an important support system that
allowed them to overcome problems and ultimately complete their year of service.
Essentially, the fellows developed a community amongst themselves that became their
metaworld. This type of peer group provided opportunities for rational discourse and
emotional support (Kiely, 2005; Roberts & Edwards, 2016).
The community building began when fellows met in the U.S. prior to coming to
moving abroad. They trained together in the U.S. for one to three weeks (depending on
the cohort year), and then traveled together to Ghana. Once there, fellows spent another
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two weeks together training in country before moving on to individual placements. Bill
reflected that, “I think one of the scariest parts [of arriving in his new community in
Ghana] was realizing that the people that I’d gone through training with were all in their
separate places and I was kind of on my own.” As a result of the bond built during
training, fellows felt comfortable reaching out to each other for support even though they
were geographically separated. Emma shared that checking in with the other fellows and
making sure they were doing okay was a part of how she processed the challenges of
being in Ghana. As a result, she became the “house mom” and made it a priority to
“check in on everybody and make sure they were fine… just to say hey if nothing else
and offer emotional support”. She also spent a significant amount of her free time
traveling to the sites of other fellows to visit them and see what they were working on.
While the other participants did not take on the role of “house mom”, many of them
shared that they too spent time visiting and talking with other fellows.
In addition to personal travel, visits, and electronic communication (usually
through WhatsApp or texting), the fellows built and maintained their metaworld through
required monthly meetings in which all fellows met in one location for both casual time
and training sessions led by an AgriCorps staff member. Mia reflected on the impact of
the monthly meetings with other fellows:
Especially early on when I was so frustrated, it seemed like a lot of our group
messages on WhatsApp were always so positive, which I appreciated, but at the
same time I was sitting there like, is no one else feeling as frustrated as I am? And
when we were able to get together as a group and I realized there were other
people that were having the same issues, I was like okay, good. I’m not totally
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botching this whole thing. But I also think there was a healthy level of positivity.
It’s not like we’re wallowing in negativity. I think we were able to see oh, you’re
struggling with that, too? Well, let’s talk to so and so who seems to be thriving in
that area and see what they’re doing that seems to work for that. It wasn’t just pity
parties every month. It was where you could express that frustration, but then try
and move one and find ways to counter it.
Akosua expressed similar reflections: “I think just hearing their struggles and their
challenges and recognizing that we had similar things we were struggling with was
encouraging. But also just being able to celebrate successes with them and recognize this
isn’t a competition.”
As a result of the deep discussions participants had with other fellows, their
metaworld became an important component of their transformative learning. Through the
examples shared above, there is evidence that fellows successfully navigated steps three
through seven of the transformative learning process. In step three, fellows had to
complete a critical assessment of epistemic, sociocultural, or psychic assumptions. This
was achieved through the formal training provided by AgriCorps. Step four is the
recognition that one’s discontent and the process of transformation are shared and that
others have been in similar situations, achieved when fellows shared their challenges and
realized other fellows had similar experiences. Steps five (exploration of options for new
roles, relationships, and actions), six (planning a course of action), and seven (acquisition
of knowledge and skills for implementing one’s plans) all occurred through fellows’
conversations where they discussed things that worked for them and how others could
implement those strategies in their own communities (Mezirow, 1991).
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Although a major part of the monthly meetings included specific conversations
about the work of AgriCorps, the fellows’ progress, and receiving training on specific
topics from an AgriCorps staff member, all five participants emphasized that the casual,
laid back time of the monthly meetings were just as important. Participants reported that
relaxing at the AgriCorps’ house, making American style food, watching American
movies or listening to American music together, going on mini-adventures to places like
suspension bridges or waterfalls, or traveling throughout Ghana and other nearby African
countries while on break provided a time to hang out with friends and build strong
relationships that eventually became phenomenal support systems.
Without the time spent building relationships with fellows in their metaworld, the
AgriCorps experience would have been significantly different, and according to
participants, unsuccessful. During their time in the metaworld, fellows shared common
experiences, frustrations, and celebrated accomplishments of their peers. They
brainstormed ideas, collaborated with various projects, developed plans of action to
tackle cultural and/or work-related current challenges, and took time to enjoy each other's
company and have fun. According to Bill, the fellows even helped each other plan for
and supported each other as they decided on next steps for their lives after AgriCorps:
I think a lot of us had a lot of trouble figuring out what was next and kind of
helped everyone [other fellows] figure out stuff like that which was really, really
huge. We were experiencing a wide range of emotions and a lot of us were still
trying to figure out what we wanted to do with our lives. So that was really
valuable to kind of bounce stuff off of each other.
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Overall, the support fellows provided to each other, whether it was from
discussing common challenges or simply providing a time and place where American
culture was prevalent, was essential in allowing fellows to overcome various challenges
faced during their year of service. Peers are an important part of the processing stage of
transformative service learning as they provide opportunities for rational discourse and
emotional support (Kiely, 2005; Roberts & Edwards, 2016). In addition to the close
relationships developed by fellows, the discussion they shared led to self-reflection and
adoption of new behaviors, as evidenced by Olivia. She shared:
I didn’t grow up in a big family... I’m not used to having a lot of people around
me constantly in my business. But I think there is such a huge place for that. It
doesn’t have to be family, but friends, even colleagues. Being able to talk to them
about important stuff. Not just surface level, but building up that sense of
community around you where you are fighting for the same things, believing in
the same things, working towards the good of the same things. I just thought that
was really cool. Just very different from what I am used to… because that gives
you a sense of community, other people a sense of community, and so I’ve just
been more mindful of that since I’ve been back.
Self-reflection and perspective changes, such as those seen in Olivia’s statement, are
another part of the transformative learning process and major theme that will be
discussed later in this chapter.
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Personal Impacts
The second objective of this study was to assess how AgriCorps fellows were
personally impacted by their year of service. Participants shared many stories, emotions,
and reflections from their time in AgriCorps and all expressed personal impacts. For this
study, I defined personal impacts as perspective changes (further explained below) for
participants regarding their views and opinions on the emergent themes of agricultural
education, international development, perspectives of the U.S., and the participants’
thoughts on their own personal growth.
Perspective Changes
In transformative learning theory, a perspective change can occur in one of four
ways: (a) elaboration of a current point of view, (b) establishment of a new point of view,
(c) alteration of a prior view to include pieces of a new perspective, and (d) revision of
habit due to a critical assessment of the learner’s beliefs. Once a perspective change
occurs, the learner is then able to complete the tenth and final step of transformative
learning (reintegration into one’s life based on the new perspective) (Mezirow, 1991).
During the coding of data in this study, I first coded for “perspective changes”. I then
sub-coded those data by type of perspective change. Of the sub-coding, participants
shared 15 elaborations, 47 new perspectives, 20 alterations, and 53 revisions of habits.
Elaborations, new perspectives, and alterations could lead to revisions of habit and so
some of the data may have been coded for two of the sub-codes. These codes were not
distributed evenly among participants, potentially because these are the perspective
changes evident from participants’ interviews and there are likely many more perspective
changes that occurred that did not come up in interviews. It is possible that the interview
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guide did not direct interviews to topics of major perspective changes for some
participants. There were a large number of perspective changes, but among them four
overall themes for those perspective changes emerged, including perspectives on
agricultural education, perspectives on international development, perspectives realized
upon return to America, and participant evaluation of their personal growth.
Perspectives on Agricultural Education
All participants had experience with agricultural education in some capacity prior
to serving as a fellow, such as being a student in agriculture classes in high school, a 4-H
member throughout adolescence, and/or through their career preparation in college. Thus,
participants felt strongly about the value and importance of agricultural education when
they joined AgriCorps. However, throughout their year of service, several of the fellows
evolved their understanding of agricultural education. For example, many of the fellows
became more comfortable with their teaching and their perspectives changed as far as
teaching methodologies and working with Ghanaian students (refer back to the
“Students” subsection of the analysis of the first objective in this chapter).
Another area of perception change for participants regarding agricultural
education included perspectives on Supervised Agricultural Experience (SAE) programs.
An SAE is a student-led, instructor-supervised, work-based learning experience project
that students pursue outside of class relating to agriculture. Each agricultural student
should have an SAE (National FFA Organization, 2020). Many traditional SAEs provide
students with opportunities to make money while in high school that they can either
reinvest into their projects or save for postsecondary education. While there are
similarities and differences between SAEs in Ghana and the U.S., two participants in
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particular shared thoughts about their perception changes regarding SAEs. Mia shared
that her experiences with SAEs in Ghana made her a believer in the benefits of them:
There were little individual experiences that contributed directly to that
perspective shift, but I don’t think you even realized the big picture until… well,
really until I came back to the United States and reflected on everything… When I
was doing that project, that incubation project with my student Baba, it really tied
into an SAE project. I had him do record keepings and I felt in that moment,
‘Wow, these at-home projects really are so important. They’re so supplemental to
what he’s even learning currently in the classroom. We may or may not be talking
exactly about incubation right now, but we just did a unit on record keeping and
he’s going home every night and he’s taking down temperature, or the number of
times he’s turning the eggs and taking notes.’ And I think it was just kind of small
steps like that where I come back and reflect on it and I’m like, ‘Wow! This
model actually works.’
In addition to recognizing the credibility of the SAE model, Mia also shared that it was
not until she returned home and reflected on her experiences that she truly really her
perspective had shifted. This is an important component of Mezirow’s (1991)
transformative learning process (step three, a critical assessment of assumptions) and
without completing this step, Mia could not have expanded her perspective in regards to
SAEs.
Akosua also had an alteration in her views on SAEs. As an agricultural education
major, Akosua studied SAEs in her undergraduate program and firmly believed in the
value of them prior to going to Ghana. She explained her altered perspective:
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My view of SAEs was strengthened in Ghana, especially as I got to see it applied
outside of a United States based classroom. I think my perspective of how that
looks, like doing a garden in your home to just learn how to produce vegetables
for your family as opposed to making money had a different perspective. More
sustenance versus entrepreneurial skills… I did see some families and some
children that had more of a lower socioeconomic background and incorporate the
production of those vegetables for at home use, whereas the mother wouldn’t
normally be able to purchase those things. So I just saw the value of dual purpose
experiential learning and providing for the family as opposed to experiential
learning and providing money for yourself to learn business skills.
Like Mia, Akosua completed step three of transformative learning (critical assessment of
assumptions) as she compared her original experiences with SAEs as entrepreneurial
based in the U.S. to more sustenance based in Ghana.
Perspectives on International Development
Perspectives on agricultural education were not the only area in which perspective
changes occurred for participants. All five participants experienced changes in their
personal views and opinions about international development as a result of their year of
service. Many perspective changes in this area occurred through the development of an
understanding of the white savior complex and the development of an understanding of
Ghanaian culture.
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4.1.1.8 White Savior Complex
While most of the experiences of fellows regarding identity resulted as Ghanaians
made assumptions or reacted to the fellows based on their perceptions of the fellows’
identities, the fellows themselves experienced a part of their identity in a new way that
was transformative for many of them. In preparing fellows for their year of service,
AgriCorps sent the fellows an extensive reading list with many titles that dealt with the
“white savior complex”. The white savior complex, sometimes referred to as the white
savior industrial complex, is when a white person provides help to non-white people in a
self-serving manner (Bex & Craps, 2016). This was also a prevalent topic in their training
both prior to leaving the U.S. and while they were in Ghana, specifically the concept of
being a searcher versus a planner (Easterly, 2006). According to Easterly (2006), a
planner “thinks he already knows the answers” and “believes outsiders know enough to
impose solutions”, whereas a planner “admits he doesn’t know the answers in advance”
and “believes only insiders have enough knowledge to find solutions and that most
solutions must be homegrown” (p. 6). AgriCorps fellows strove to be searchers and not
planners, but the process of shifting mindsets to be a planner did not happen overnight.
Of the participants, Olivia spoke the most about her journey in understanding the
white savior complex. She shared the following with regard to her experience:
I want to stick up for this experience and I want to make sure that it’s doing
justice to the people that I met and that I worked with. And part of that is
AgriCorps really focused on this white savior complex, and it was a big part of
the training before we got into Ghana. It was part of continued conversations. We
try to watch out for it when writing blogs and how do you tell that story in a way
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that honors the dignity of the people you are talking about. You still want to be
able to share your experience, but you have to realize that how you explain things,
it comes off very different to an American audience versus a Ghanaian audience.
I’m still learning how to best define that experience and how to work in
development and not have that complex. It takes a while to recognize it on a daily
basis. And it’s something you have to constantly work at and feel uncomfortable
with…
Olivia continued to work on her understanding of the white savior complex and
identifying and rectifying her biases upon her return to the U.S. She explained that:
The taking responsibility has been big, coming back to the U.S. and also thinking
through why something is done a certain way. And you’re questioning, why is
that, what has been a cause, what is the system in place that produces this thing,
whatever it is? Good, bad, in between. And realizing that some things you think
are bad, are not necessarily bad. It’s just not the way it’s done. It’s that huge gray
area that exists in development that is sometimes hard to come to terms with. But
I think it’s important to understand the why. And working in development, even
though I’m in the U.S. now, you still have to question that and figure out the
motives behind it… It’s almost exhausting, constantly thinking about that and
how you word things and how you interact with people. And like, am I interacting
with the Ghanaians differently than I would my friends? In some ways, yeah,
probably, because of cultural differences. But are there other cultural biases in
there I didn’t realize, that because they’re Ghanaian, I’m doing this when
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otherwise I wouldn’t?...And that’s taken several years of questioning bias and
learning about that to realize it.
Through this reflection, Olivia demonstrated that she navigated both intercultural
sensitivity and transformative learning. Because she accepted that the Ghanaians she
worked with have a different culture and perspective than herself (stage four of
intercultural sensitivity), she adapted her interactions with them (stage five), which then
allowed her to integrate into the Ghanaian culture (stage six). As she completed these
steps in Bennett’s (1986) Model of Intercultural Sensitivity, Olivia fully reached
ethnorelativism. By taking what she learned and developing her own process of
questioning her bias to assess her actions in intercultural situations, Olivia is
demonstrating the final step of transformative learning in which she developed a new
habit based upon her experiences and integrated it into her daily life (Mezirow, 1991).
Experience was a major factor in Olivia’s development of this new habit, but it
was not the only factor that led to this change. Many of the participants, including Olivia,
spoke about the books AgriCorps required fellows to read. Of the required reading list,
many of the books relate to the topic of the white savior complex. As a result of the
required reading, conversations during training, and continued conversations throughout
their year of service, participants acknowledged their growth in this area.
While serving as a fellow allowed participants to experience and better
understand the white savior complex, it also gave them skills and knowledge to combat
the complex. One such way this occurred was through the participants’ development of
global competence, which is defined as the knowledge and skills to adapt, communicate,
and participate across disciplines and cultural boundaries (Mansilla & Jackson, 2011).
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Research indicates that global service-learning, such as teaching agriculture abroad, is an
effective way to increase development of global competence (Hartman & Kiely, 2014;
Strong & Harder, 2011). For example, Mia explained her increased global competence:
I have a more well-rounded view of the world and how it is today. I’m a little
more aware of what’s going on in countries outside of the United States.
Something that I realized is that I was kind of closed off to the world. I just
worried about what was going on in the United States and my immediate area, so
I think that’s definitely changed because of my experience in Ghana.
The development of global competence is clearly seen in AgriCorps fellows.
Participants developed global competence by overcoming the challenges of their service
and moving through the six stages of Bennett’s (1986) Model of Intercultural Sensitivity,
as prior examples have demonstrated. The development and integration of global
competence into the daily lives of participants (step 10 of transformative learning), such
as Olivia described in her explanation of how she continually worked on being aware of
biases even after returning to the U.S., demonstrated how the participants again
completed transformative learning (Mezirow, 1991).
4.1.1.9 Understanding Ghanaian Culture
As participants developed their recognition of the white savior complex and how
their unique backgrounds played a role in their personal evaluation of their new
placements in Ghana, they worked diligently to navigate the cultural differences in their
host sites. By immersing themselves in the new cultures and going through the six stages
Bennett’s (1986) Model of Intercultural Sensitivity, the participants gained an
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understanding of international development and working in different cultures. Through
this process, participants’ perceptions and global competence grew.
Once fellows moved from the ethnocentric stages (one through three) of Bennett’s
(1986) Model of Intercultural Sensitivity, which is “where one’s own worldview is
unchallenged as central to all reality” (p. 182) to ethnorelativism (stages four through six)
in which fellows recognized that worldviews other than their own were present and valid,
cultural understanding began to occur. An example of this is being cognizant colleagues’
perspectives. Here, Olivia described the importance of understanding the context in
which you are working:
That [corruption] happens in pretty much every town in the country. It’s not easy
to accept or deal with and you’re like, I should stand up and say something, but
you kind of have to learn your place. You have to learn why is this happening?
There's something deeper rooted in there that we don’t understand because we’ve
never had to experience anything like that.
With this realization, Olivia demonstrated that she entered Bennett’s (1986) fourth stage,
acceptance. While she was not accepting of corruption, she was accepting of the fact that
she needed to learn more about the culture and context within which she was working
before determining her course of action and in doing so showed respect for the new
culture. Olivia elaborated the differences between working in American culture versus a
culture she was learning:
In the U.S., I feel like we understand because we’ve grown up in this system of
how we get things done. You have this, this, and this and you talk to these certain
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people and then it gets done. Or you just push through yourself and then it gets
done. That’s not necessarily the case in Ghana. And that’s not always the reason
you fail, but sometimes it is. Sometimes you don’t understand the cultural
implications of what you’re trying to do. In your head, it might be really great, but
there’s cultural reasons of why it won’t work out. And then it will fail. And it’s
not meaning you’re a failure or the project was a bad idea, it just means it wasn’t
the right thing for that specific situation or you missed a step along the way, and
you just go back and fix it.
Olivia was not the only participant to learn this lesson. All participants acknowledged the
importance of recognizing the differences between their culture and Ghanaian culture,
indicating they all accomplished stage four.
Stage five, acceptance, is characterized by empathy and the willingness to allow
an understanding of cultural differences to dictate appropriate behaviors based on the
culture in which they are located at the time. Emma demonstrated completion of this
stage:
Some things like that you just come to expect. But somethings are not that way
and if you expect things to be- if you yourself project those things to be a hassle
or a frustration or an inconvenience, they become more of one, it feels like, where
if you just accept this is how things are, it can become quite an enjoyable
experience and you interact with the people around you and that’s actually quite
fun. Somewhere there was a weird kind of acceptance of this is just how things
are and it’s fine.
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Stage six is the integration phase during which a person successfully navigates
and participates in multiple cultures (Bennett, 1986). Participants also reached this stage
and the reflections from the end of their time in Ghana demonstrate how their
perspectives changed. For example, Mia shared that “One of the top things that I learned
was basically just gaining an appreciation for a culture outside my own that is just very,
very different and being understanding even if it’s really tough sometimes.” Olivia
echoed Mia’s thoughts, along with a challenge for other people:
I think it’s more important to be out of your comfort zone and visit a developing
country. There’s some beautiful, beautiful places in the world. And Ghana wasn’t
the most beautiful. It had some very pretty parts. But you know, the culture and
the people, and just the atmosphere of it was really cool. And I think that if more
people visited places like that, they’d have a better understanding of what’s
actually happening in the world and it’s not as bad as we think. I mean, yeah,
there’s a lot of poverty in Ghana, absolutely. And in Liberia, it was a hundred
times worse. And just the suffering that people have seen there. But there’s also a
lot of hope. And there’s people there that are just like us, living their day to day
lives, and they’re going to work and they’re watching after their kids and they’re
doing their chores. And I think it’s also, you learn that people are not very
different. You want to think that Ghanaians are so different from Americans or
Liberians or Filipinos or whoever. And it’s not really the case. We all have the
same- for the most part- have the same goals, want the same things for our
families, want to have friends, want to have connections, want to feel success in
however you define that term. And I think the AgriCorps experience really did
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that for me. It gave me that introduction into seeing that we’re all pretty much the
same.
Olivia became a part of her Ghanaian community during her year of service. She
integrated into the new culture and chose to accept that culture’s norms. Bill, Emma, Mia,
and Akosua shared similar thoughts and experiences during their interviews, along with
evidence of achieving integration in Ghanaian culture.
In addition to moving through Bennett’s (1986) model, participants also
completed steps three (critical assessment of assumptions), five (exploration of new roles
and actions), six (planning a course of action), eight (trying the new roles and actions),
and nine (building of competence and self-confidence in the new roles) of Merizow’s
(1991) transformative learning process as they navigated these perspective shifts. As a
result of this achievement of ethnorelativism and the completion of numerous steps of
transformative learning, several of the participants shared their expanded or new
perspectives on how to be successful in international development. For example, Mia
explained her thoughts on how AgriCorps’ approach to international agricultural
education after the completion of her year of service:
We approach international ag ed very differently than a lot of other NGOs [nongovernmental organizations] in that we don’t just find a problem and just throw a
bunch of money at it. We utilize the people and their talents and their knowledge
and their resources to help them come up with solutions to their own problems. I
think that’s a key component to creating sustainable change and I think that
AgriCorps does a good job of that… Seems like they’re always going back and
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they’re re-evaluating what they’re doing because they truly want to do more good
than bad.
Sustainable change was an important goal for all participants. While Mia felt sustainable
change was attainable through the AgriCorps model, Akosua felt that more time on the
ground in Ghana was needed for the level of change she wished to make:
There’s such a different culture in Ghana or in any international country,
specifically in Africa. It's just such a unique cultural shift that it’s rooted in one
way and in one view- not one view, but in a certain view, and the American
culture and way of doing things is so dramatically different. I don’t think that
anyone should expect to come in in two years or even ten years and turn a culture
into an American culture and have that be the way in which problems are solved,
because it’s not America. It’s more of a realization that it takes time to realize
how are things done here? And how can things here be done better? Not how can
things be done like they are in the U.S., because that’s not sustainable because
this is not the U.S. So, I had to learn that the hard way, but then I also had just
realized that for anyone doing any work abroad with such a unique cultural
barrier, it’s more about the development worker learning for the first two years
before trying to engage the local community in sustainable change and one year is
not enough time for that.
While Akosua accepted that Ghana, and other African countries, had cultural differences
and therefore completed stage four (acceptance) of cultural sensitivity (Bennett, 1986)
and thus it would not be sustainable for American processes to be implemented abroad,
she did not fully reach ethnocentrism at this point. Later in her interviews, Akosua
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reflected that true change occurs when “the community embraces change and it’s more
sustained by them and their solutions than a white person being there”. This
acknowledgement of the influence of the white savior complex, was discussed in more
detail earlier in this chapter, indicated growth in her intercultural sensitivity.
Like Akosua, the other participants recognized and respected that the context of
agricultural education in Ghana was different from what they knew in the U.S. This
recognition and respect were important components to their success abroad (Bin Yahya &
Moore, 1988; Cardozier, 1968; Conner & Roberts, 2013; Conner, Roberts, & Harder,
2013; Martin & bin Sajilan, 1989; Roberts, Thoron, Barrick, & Samy, 2008). Living and
working in a culture different from one’s own is challenging, but participants learned and
grew from these challenges. As they journeyed through their year of service and
developed an understanding of Ghanaian culture, and even the culture specific to their
small communities, perspective changes, transformative learning, and progression to
ethnorelativism occurred.
Perspectives Realized Upon Return to the U.S.
The challenges faced by fellows, and the perspective changes that occurred as a
result of those challenges, were not confined to fellows’ time in Ghana. Returning to the
U.S. after their year of service also presented challenges. Participants shared that they
faced challenges with reverse culture shock and communicating with others about their
experiences (Constantinian, Guinyard, Hermosisima, Lehman, & Webb, 2008; Tan &
Nabb, 2012). Reverse culture shock is strongest with those who enjoyed their time abroad
and feel satisfied with their accomplishments (Huff, 2001). Furthermore, those who have
returned from abroad sometimes experience negative feelings towards their home
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cultures, which is the “most difficult hurdle in the entire cycle of international life”
(Werkman, 1980, p. 233).
Reverse culture shock came from many stimuli for participants, such as
differences in pace of life both at work and at home, but one aspect that all participants
shared was hard to go back to was the consumerism and abundance of goods in the U.S.
Olivia explained that challenge:
And then getting back to the overwhelmingness of the U.S. I remember the first
time I went into Walmart after I came back. I was like, ‘Wow, there’s a lot here.
Why do we need eight different choices of spaghetti sauce? This is insane.’
Because I really did like having five to eight dresses, three pairs of pants, six
shirts. It just made things easy. And same with food. I ate the same five or six
things, unless I was in a bigger city. But [I remember] being a little overwhelmed
by a lot of commercial capital we have here. And going into a mall. I'm still
uncomfortable going into a mall. I was never a big shopper anyway, but now I’m
like why do we need all this stuff?... But you know, you just kind of get back into
it. Because I spent a year in Ghana and I spent the other 29.5 years of my life in
the U.S., it’s like you pretty immediately revert back into it in a month or two. I
will say though, pretty much every time I’m in the shower I’m like, ‘This is nice.’
And its little pieces of gratitude like that that I hope will continue throughout my
life.
While spaghetti sauce wasn’t the item that others remembered as the one that sparked the
feelings of reverse culture shock (for others it was salad dressing, the offerings on the
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Taco Bell menu, the Starbucks menu, and Amazon Prime), the feeling of being
overwhelmed by the consumerism of the U.S. was shared by all participants.
Within the reverse culture shock shared by participants, transformative learning is
evident. As a result of participants’ changed perspectives, they described ways in which
they changed their actions in their daily lives (step 10 of transformative learning)
(Mezirow, 1991). For example, Olivia now chooses to focus on gratitude for things she
has in the U.S. despite her original reserve culture shock. Akosua shared that she
“encourage[s] myself to be more minimalist in terms of materials, possessions, or
purchases.” Bill, Emma, and Mia also changed their daily actions, which I will highlight
in the following sections.
While grocery stores were visual representations of the difference between
Ghana, the U.S., and the events while in those two countries, emotional challenges were
also present for participants upon returning to the U.S. Just as the beginning of their time
in Ghana led to feelings of isolation, so did the beginning of their time back in the U.S.
Many participants described the challenges of sharing their experiences with people at
home. For example, Emma shared an experience she had with someone in her home
community upon returning to the U.S.:
It was super overwhelming in a lot of ways. Noises… people… everybody
wanted to talk to you and ask you questions about your life and what you’re doing
and all these crazy things. You’re just from a small town and that was really,
really exhausting. And I remember I said something… somebody asked me a
question once and I had a short conversation with them and I got back in the truck
with my dad and I complained about it and he was like, ‘They’re just being nice.
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Why are you so grumpy about this?’ And it was just the being overwhelmed part
of it.
What Emma described here is the beginning of the transformative learning process,
sparked by her return home. She encountered disorienting dilemmas (step one) and when
her father asked her why she reacted in such a way, she had to critically evaluate her
assumptions (step two). As a result of this transformative learning, Emma realized that
her reactions were a result of being overwhelmed and this new perspective completed
step 10 of the transformative learning process, indicating that the experience of serving as
an AgriCorps fellow continued to be transformative for Emma even after her return to the
U.S.
Like Emma, Bill struggled to communicate about his experiences in AgriCorps
upon returning home:
One of the main frustrations is articulating it [tangible outcomes of his service]
and the desire to articulate the impact is reduced over time, as well. I think
especially after immediately getting back, there is a feeling of almost having to
justify you being there [Ghana]. Over time it’s sort of reduced in the sense that
you don’t necessarily have to justify it with somebody. You just say, ‘Yeah, I
went. Here’s why, here’s what I did.’
Bill described a transformed perspective here, as well. Upon returning to the U.S.
initially, he was frustrated by trying to explain to others why he went abroad, which
created a disorienting dilemma. However, over time, and as he completed the
transformative learning process, Bill’s perspective changed. He no longer felt the need to
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explain why he went abroad and instead focused on simply sharing what happened. This
changed perspective provided evidence that he too experienced transformative learning
upon returning to the U.S.
While Bill initially struggled to explain the purpose of his time in Ghana, Olivia
struggled to communicate how her perspectives had changed during her service. She
explained:
But it does, especially when you’re someplace for an extended period of time, it
does shape the way you see things and your views obviously on development, but
on human interaction and how you work with people. So I think coming back it
was difficult to explain to my friends some of those shifts in mindsets… But I
think the most difficult part for all of us was coming back and sharing our
experience in a way that people understood and cared about. Because most of the
time they didn’t really care that much. And making sure that we’re telling about
the experience in a way that honors the dignity of the people we lived and worked
with… You want to show what your life is like [in Ghana], but there’s a way to
do it and there’s a way not to do it and sometimes it’s difficult to try and
navigate… The people back home only know it as what you’re telling them. They
can’t see the full story and the full background of this. So it was always just trying
to figure out, even now, how do you talk about that experience without telling a
single narrative? And that’s just something that comes with development and
exposure and learning how to communicate with people.
Olivia recognized that the people she spoke with in the U.S. usually did not have an
understanding of Ghanaian culture and so could not truly understand her experience. This
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presented a disorienting dilemma for her and as a result, she wanted to make sure to
present cultural differences in a way that would be understandable to Americans, but also
still show respect (and relay that respect to her audience) for the Ghanaians she worked
with. Thus, the transformative learning process began again for Olivia, as well.
Emma, Bill, and Olivia all shared ways in which returning to the U.S. and
communicating about their experiences in AgriCorps were overwhelming and
challenging. This initial struggle reflects many parallels with the isolation felt by
participants when they first moved to Ghana. Both periods of isolation served as
disorienting dilemmas (step one of transformative learning) and both periods of isolation
served as the beginning of transformative learning for participants (Mezirow, 1991).
Furthermore, both periods of isolation placed the participants in the first stage of
ethnocentrism (Bennett, 1986). The first stage of ethnocentrism is denial, during which
those immersed in a new culture experience social or physical isolation from cultures
different from their own. While this seems counterintuitive as returning to the U.S. placed
the fellows back in their original culture, it is important to keep in mind that the fellows
were not a part of the American culture for the previous year. When they left Ghana, the
fellows were in stage six of ethnorelativism in which they were fully integrated into the
Ghanaian culture. By returning to the U.S. they became immersed in the American
culture once again, restarting their progress on Bennett’s (1986) Model of Intercultural
Sensitivity. While fellows’ progression through that model was certainly different when
returning to their home culture, it was still a journey they had to make upon the
completion of their time in AgriCorps.
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Evaluations of Participants’ Personal Growth
While views on American culture, international agricultural education, and
international development were important areas of transformation for participants, the
evaluation of their personal growth proved to be an important component of the
AgriCorps fellow experience. Participants all agreed that serving as an AgriCorps fellow
was life changing. Mia shared:
I always tell people that I had this idea in my head that I would be moving to
West Africa to impart my knowledge on others and really what it ended up being
is I feel like I walked away learning a whole lot more than I ever taught. And I
think it was just a really positive experience for my life. It made me a lot of who I
am today.
Like Mia, many of the participants shared similar sentiments about their time in
AgriCorps. Bill elaborated:
That speaks to a feeling that a lot of us had while we were in Ghana that it was
entirely possible that the experiences were more beneficial to us than to our
students. And that was a really challenging thing to grapple with because that’s
definitely an easy source of guilt. Am I benefiting more from this than the people
who are supposed to be the main beneficiaries? I don’t want to speak on behalf of
the group, but with the two fellows I was closest with, I think they came out better
people than they came in and I think I came out a better person that I came in. I
guess when I say a better person, I mean more emotionally intelligent, considerate
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of others, patient, and open to different perspectives and ideas because we had a
lot of differing views and we also differed a lot from the people we encountered.
Bill mentioned several qualities he felt improved during his year of service and many of
the other fellows shared they also developed in those areas and in some others. Many of
these qualities can be seen in previous quotes, such as assertiveness learned when
working with Ghanaians (Olivia), confidence in teaching (Bill), confidence for future
jobs (Emma, Mia), and humbleness (Akosua). Additional qualities participants mentioned
feeling they improved in included resilience and flexibility.
4.1.1.10 Mental Health
The resiliency mentioned by participants, along with the monthly meetings where
AgriCorps provided training meant to stimulate processing and reflection, led many to
evaluate their mental health. Bill shared:
Personally, I think I learned to be more honest with myself because one big thing
that happened… the AgriCorps experience was very challenging in a lot of ways.
But I think the most taxing aspect was on mental health and I had experienced
difficulties in the areas of mental health leading up to that time and this dates back
to when I was in high school. I remember talking to my guidance counselor about
it and his response was, ‘If you want to seek out help, we have to get your parents
in this and talk to them about it.’ That was something that I wasn’t comfortable
with, so I just didn’t seek out treatment. I did the best that I could. Same thing
throughout college. There were some issues here and there, but I just kept
working through it. Same thing in AgriCorps, but there I admitted to myself that I
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need to get help… That [help] made a huge difference, just sorting through what I
was feeling after getting back [to the U.S.]… That period definitely readjusted my
perspective and helped set the tone for the future because it gave me a lot of tools
to sort through what I was thinking, what I was feeling.
Bill’s evaluation of his mental health and decision to prioritize it were important results
of his time in AgriCorps. Several times throughout his interviews, Bill mentioned various
ways he addressed his mental health while in Ghana, including reading, talking with the
fellows he was closest to, and working with the pastoral service AgriCorps provided to
their fellows. These actions were indicative that he progressed through steps four
(recognition that others have experienced similar challenges), five (exploration for new
actions), six (planning a course of action), and eight (provisional trying of new actions) of
the transformative learning process. Upon his return to the U.S., he sought additional
help, which completed the process of transformative learning and led to Bill’s perspective
change (step 10) (Mezirow, 1991).
As discussed earlier in this chapter and shown through Bill’s journey with mental
health, time played a pivotal role in participants' abilities to process what they were
experiencing and the emotions associated with those experiences. Olivia explained how
time impacted her reflections and evaluation of mental health:
I think the broad thing is I learned how to reflect on situations and emotions and
kind of like I mentioned last time, there’s a lot of time to think. And a lot of time
to sit with your thoughts, so you either learn how to deal with it, or you drink a
lot… But you learn how to look at your emotions and see, why am I feeling this
and what is the real root of this?
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By developing a process through which she could evaluate her thoughts and experiences,
Olivia also completed the transformative learning process. This quote shows evidence
that she completed steps two (critical assessment of assumptions), five (exploration of
options), and 10 (integrating the skill of processing into her life) of the transformative
learning process (Mezirow, 1991). Developing an evaluative process, such as the one
described by Olivia, was a major step in many participants’ transformative learning
process while serving as a fellow.
4.1.1.11 Comfort Zones
Just as some participants reflected on mental health, others reflected upon how
their experiences pushed them outside of their comfort zones and the implications of
those pushes. Participant reflections included thoughts on their own comfort zones and
what they would like to challenge others to do in regards to their comfort zones. One
aspect of being pushed out of a comfort zone is the creation of a disorienting dilemma
and begins the transformative learning process (Mezirow, 1991). To help fellows process
and reflect upon their journey through the disorienting dilemmas presented by serving as
a fellow, AgriCorps provided access to a pastoral service where fellows could seek
advice. One person in particular, Ed Cardoza, provided that support for Emma. She
shared:
One of AgriCorps pillars is self-awareness and I think it’s pushed me to a lot of
really uncomfortable places that way. But it also left me kind of wanting for
something to fill that space, like an Ed Cardoza to chat with regularly. It’s also
spun a different picture on mental health and what taking care of yourself actually
looks like.
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Like Emma, Bill explained that he also wanted to continue pushing himself out of his
comfort zone:
When you’re comfortable with something that means you’re not growing. And
sometimes that’s a good place to be. That’s not to say that you should just be
seeking out new things and not developing experiences or developing skills or
anything like that, but I think that ties back to being open to new ideas, being
open to new practices, and being open to new approaches to problems and not
getting so stuck with tunnel vision on one thing or another.
Both Bill and Emma’s responses indicate that the process of being pushed outside of their
comfort zone also pushed them through several of Mezirow’s (1991) steps of
transformative learning, including experiencing a disorienting dilemma that caused the
original feeling of discomfort (step one), self-examination of feelings (step two), and
exploration of new actions (step five).
While being pushed outside of their comfort zone was important for the
transformative learning of fellows, the participants also recognized the benefit of this
type of challenge for others and as a result, the desire for growth is one that several
participants wanted to share with people who want to learn more about their experiences
as fellows. When asked what they would want people to know about the AgriCorps
experience or international agricultural development, two responded with challenges for
others to push themselves out of their comfort zones. Emma’s advice focused on physical
location for a challenge:
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Something I feel very strongly about now is that it’s awesome to love your
hometown and to be there and to really integrate, but you need to leave for just a
little bit and go somewhere else and learn something different, even if it’s
working somewhere else or going to college somewhere else or whatever, because
the realm of possibilities is limited by people who’ve been in the same place for
generations. Especially in small towns. Now, I don’t mean that in a negative way.
I mean that people get very comfortable and then they unintentionally limit
themselves in what they’re capable of in a lot of cases.
In this quote, Emma recognized the value of the perspective changes she had as a result
of moving away from home to integrate into a new community. The challenge of going
somewhere new provided many disorienting dilemmas (i.e., integrating into a new
culture, learning to live in a physically different location) and sparked the transformative
learning process (Mezirow, 1991). Emma’s challenge for others to move away is also a
challenge for them to begin transformative learning.
While Emma’s challenge focused on a specific action, Akosua made a more
generalized statement about the importance of challenges:
It’s really important to be faced with challenges in life. And to be forced to have a
different perspective because it allows you to grow and learn to persevere in
tough times and to work with people of different backgrounds… I struggled for
some time [during her fellowship] and I was humbled a lot and it was difficult at
times with the community, but it was a good experience and helped me learn a lot
of things. I think I’ve always believed that we grow so much through challenges
and struggle and I think some people underestimate that and desire comfort.
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In this quote, what Akosua unintentionally described was several steps of the
transformative learning process. The challenges and struggle she spoke of are step one, or
disorienting dilemmas. Being forced to have a different perspective is indicative of step
two, or a critical assumption of initial assumptions. The result of the growth she
described is the habit of seeking challenges that push her out of her comfort zone, which
completes step 10, or the integration of a new habit into daily life (Mezirow, 1991). For
all participants, the experience of serving as a fellow pushed them outside of their
comfort zones in many ways, as can be seen through the quotes shared in this chapter,
and developed a desire for continued growth.
Participants shared many ways in which their perspectives changed in the areas of
agricultural education, international development, their lives in the U.S., and how
transformative learning occurred for them in the realm of personal development.
However, participants also shared that serving as a fellow was also transformative for
their professional lives.

Professional Impacts
The third objective of this study was to assess how AgriCorps fellows were
professionally impacted by their year of service. As a result of their service, all fellows
described ways in which the experience impacted their professional lives. For this study,
I have defined professional impacts as those things that were perspective changes for
participants regarding their skills in professional roles and their career choices.
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Skills in Professional Roles
It is common for those who work internationally to alter their career plans as a
result of experiences abroad. This occurred so often that the Peace Corps developed a
Career Information Service for returned volunteers, as many sought work that carried
some of the same responsibility, satisfaction, and room for initiative that they
experienced overseas (Calvert, 1966). While AgriCorps did not have a service for
returning fellows to help them navigate desired changes in career plans, all participants
indicated that their experiences in AgriCorps did impact their career choices upon
returning to the U.S. in a variety of ways, including building confidence, skill
development, and overall career path.
The development of confidence over her year of service played a role in Mia’s
career path and job search immediately following her fellowship. She shared:
When I was first interviewing for jobs, I was pretty open to going anywhere as
long as it still related to working with agriculture and working with people. I even
actually interviewed for a position in Hawaii. I got to the second round and it
didn’t work out, but I was still pretty free-spirited at the time… I think my
experiences in Ghana gave me the confidence when I was starting with a fresh
page. I was like, ‘I can go anywhere’, and I don’t think I had that confidence
before I went to Ghana. I think it just gave me that confidence boost like you can
do anything. You can learn, because I went to Ghana not knowing a whole heck
of a lot about their agriculture, but I learned so, so much while I was over there
and I think it gave me an extra confidence boost to not shy away from applying
for jobs that I would have been feeling less qualified for before.
167

The process of building confidence for Mia allowed her to not only seek challenging job
openings, but it also allowed her to complete step nine of Mezirow’s (1991)
transformative learning process (building of competence and self-confidence in new roles
and relationships).
Olivia developed confidence in a slightly different way. By overcoming the
challenges in her year of service, she became more confident in admitting when she did
not know something and asking for help when needed. She explained:
I think part of it too is working with AgriCorps and asking questions, saying, ‘I
don’t know what that is.’ And Trent [AgriCorps’s Executive Director]- we spent a
lot of time together, so we’d have conversations about all kinds of stuff. And
Trent is a very intelligent man and he’d say something and I’d be like, ‘I don’t
know what that is.’ Or, ‘Explain that to me.’ And the first time I said it, I was like,
‘Oh my God, he’s going to think I’m stupid!’ But I think he appreciated it because
then we could have a conversation about it and I learned something. And it is very
difficult to be like, ‘I don’t know’ or ‘what is that?’. And having to do that
especially in Ghana and have to ask questions because you don’t understand the
culture, you don’t understand the process or the bureaucracy there, or just
continuing to ask questions is definitely a big thing.
Olivia further went on to explain how she now feels comfortable asking for clarification
and admitting she does not know something in her professional roles following her
fellowship. She also explained that this helped increase her resiliency, as she often
misstepped due to cultural misunderstandings (briefly mentioned above) and had to go
back, ask questions, and figure out how she could handle the situation differently or how
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to handle novel situations appropriately and effectively. From this example, Olivia
worked through several steps of the transformative learning process, including critical
assessment of her assumptions (step three), acquisition of knowledge and skills (step
seven), and building competence and self-confidence (step nine) (Mezirow, 1991).
Career Choices
In addition to the development of confidence, the development of new skills and
refinement were important results for fellows in their careers. Akosua shared:
I personally was humbled in my prideful ways of thinking I know everything and
have all the right answers. Definitely was humbled in working with different
cultures and different people that made me want to consider the perspectives of
others and the experiences of others when helping plan and organize things. It was
actually very useful in moving to California and starting an agricultural program
[her role immediately following her AgriCorps fellowship] in a completely
different state. I had to rely on the experience and knowledge of others to help
with that.
By taking what she learned as a fellow in AgriCorps, critically assessing her experiences
in Ghana to challenge her assumptions (step three), and then reintegrating her new
perspective based on her learning into her new role in California as an agriculture teacher
(step 10), Akosua completed the process of transformative learning in regards to this
skillset (Mezirow, 1991).
Olivia also completed the process of transformative learning when she used her
experience as an AgriCorps fellow to solidify her perspectives on international
169

development and the type of company she wanted to work for upon returning to the U.S.
(Olivia pursued a career in international development). She explained:
With development work you need experience, but it’s hard to get experience. And
there’s varying ways of how to do development, as well. And so that was another
thing when I was looking for this international opportunity, what that would look
like. And I kind of had an idea in my head the theory of development that I
believed in, but I didn’t really have anything to back it up with and I didn’t really
know about it. And then I heard about AgriCorps. And I thought, ‘This is good.
It’s a bottom-up approach. It’s investing in the capacity of the local community.’
When I was looking at jobs [after serving in AgriCorps], that was a big thing…
I’ve solidified my development beliefs and the type of projects I want to work for,
organizations I want to work for, and those that I don’t. And it’s helped me to be
better able to articulate what my development theory is. And experiences to back
that up and say, ‘I worked for an organization that did this, this, and this, and we
saw it work because of this, this, and this.’
Olivia’s experiences gave her needed experience in the career field she wished to pursue,
and it also helped her to specify the type of company she wanted to work for, as well as
the type of work within international development that she wanted to pursue. Olivia
integrated this new perspective into her life, such as through her job search and current
work (step 10) (Mezirow, 1991).
Like Olivia, all participants reported that their time in AgriCorps impacted their
career path. As a result of the changes in their perspectives and integration of those
changes into their lives post-AgriCorps, all participants completed the transformative
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learning process (Mezirow, 1991). For Emma and Akosua, serving as a fellow
completely changed the direction of their careers. Akosua explained how her time as a
fellow showed her which career path she did not want to pursue:
Serving as a fellow definitely impacted my professional goals in terms of
realizing that my career dream of starting my own non-profit organization with a
similar focus was not what I wanted. It was a great opportunity to say, ‘Hey, I
don’t need to do this,’ or ‘Maybe this career dream is not appropriate right now.’
And it just led me to pursue other opportunities in ag education or just in youth
leadership development in the U.S. So I think it just helped me navigate the early
career decision.
As a result of this realization, Akosua took a job starting a new secondary agriculture
program. Like Akosua, Emma’s original career plan was very different from what she
chose to do after working in AgriCorps. While she said her original plan of working in
ruminant nutrition was not off the table for the future, Emma took a job as a 4-H agent
and explained that:
AgriCorps has brought me in a very different direction professionally than what I
thought. I am definitely more passionate about agricultural education now and
building meaningful and intentional programs that give young people the
opportunity to experience different things and grow in their leadership capabilities
and grow in their knowledge of agriculture and their ability to set goals and
complete projects and that kind of stuff. So I think that professionally, it took me
in a very different direction that I had pictured myself going.

171

Mia also developed her passion for agricultural education during her time as a fellow,
leading her to pursue a career with Farm Bureau:
I always had a passion for agriculture, but I didn’t ever see myself as a teacher,
and so that was one of things I was most nervous about when doing AgriCorps. It
really built my confidence and established my passion in education. I think this
played a crucial role in what I’m doing now with Ag in the Classroom.
While these three participants experienced perspective changes that related to specific
jobs and career paths, Bill developed a perspective on what he wanted from his jobs and
career:
If I just went straight into the orchard position that I described [a potential job he
turned down to pursue AgriCorps], I think my career would’ve been
predominantly focused on finances over novel experiences and broadening
horizons. I think that’s probably been the biggest value professionally,
remembering that the unique experiences are almost equally as important as the
financial aspect… I definitely think that the experience of AgriCorps influenced
the inertia of service and meaning… it did instill the motion of doing things for
others and trying to incorporate that into my everyday life and with my career.
As is evident from the reflections of the participants about how their time in AgriCorps
impacted their career choices, their time as fellows was clearly transformative in their
professional lives in regards to their skills and career paths.
What is also evident from this data is how the participants took their
transformative learning from their time in Ghana and implemented it into their lives after
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returning to the U.S., leading to a renewal of the learning process. This process follows
Mezirow’s (1991) transformative learning theory as participants achieved a perspective
change based upon their experiences in Ghana, and then reintegrated that perspective
change back into their lives in the U.S. This reintegration then allowed the transformative
learning process to restart back at step one (disorienting dilemma), such as when Olivia
asked questions without embarrassment or fear when she lacked knowledge in her new
job and when Akosua realized she needed to seek the knowledge of others when her own
was not enough. While Mezirow’s (1991) transformative learning process is not
presented as cyclical, the data indicates that it is indeed continuous. A further discussion
of the indicated cyclical nature of the transformative learning process can be found in
chapter five.

Chapter Summary
This chapter described the participants in this study, analyzed the data to evaluate
the three objectives of this study. The first objective was to investigate the phenomenon
of daily lived experiences while serving as an AgriCorps fellow. Several themes emerged
from the data for this objective, including the impacts of perceived identity, isolation in
Ghana, and the importance of relationships. The second objective of this study was to
understand the personal impacts of fellowship. The emergent themes for this objective
included perspective changes in the areas of American culture, agricultural education,
international development, understanding Ghanaian culture, and participants’ thoughts
on their own growth. The third objective was to evaluate the professional impacts of
fellowship, which had the emergent themes of skills in professional roles and career
choices.
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This study focused on understanding the essence of an international agricultural
education experience by analyzing the AgriCorps fellows experience. To do this, I sought
to describe how AgriCorps fellows experienced daily events related to their position, and
to assess how fellows were personally and professionally impacted by their experiences
in AgriCorps. This study was important because it (a) explored the experiences of
international agricultural educators, which is an area where not much research currently
exists, (b) explored how international agricultural experiences impacted the educators,
and (c) explored how the implications of these experiences could impact the educators’
personal and professional lives.
In this chapter, I first summarize the previous chapters, then follow with a
discussion of implications for theory and conclusions from the study. I end with
recommendations for agricultural education, international agricultural education
programs, and AgriCorps.

Summary
As agricultural technology, practices, and knowledge have advanced, developed
nations have greatly increased their agricultural yields and been able to provide food for
their citizens. Unfortunately, developing nations often lack these resources and as a result
may struggle to provide access to food for their growing populations. To combat this,
agriculturalists from developed nations have traveled to developing nations to assist in
agricultural development. One such group of agriculturalists includes agricultural
educators, with the goal of sharing newly developed agricultural practices, knowledge,
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and tools. However, little research exists about the impact these experiences have on the
agricultural educators who taught internationally. Understanding how serving as an
international agricultural educator impacts the teacher may provide valuable insight on
the recruitment and training of future international agricultural educators. Thus, the
purpose of this study was to understand the essence of serving as an international
agricultural educator, specifically within the AgriCorps fellowship program.
The major guiding theory of this study was transformative learning theory
(Mezirow, 1991). In the transformative learning process, learners go through a series of
ten steps to achieve a perspective change. Perspective changes occur in one of four ways:
(a) elaboration of a current point of view, (b) establishment of a new point of view, (c)
alteration of a prior view to include pieces of a new perspective, or (d) revision of a habit
due to a critical assessment of the learner’s beliefs. This theory aligns with my
constructivist epistemology, as the learner’s experiences shape their progress through the
transformative learning process. A secondary guiding theory of this study was
experiential learning theory (Kolb, 1976). In this theory, learners experience an event,
reflect upon the event, develop new theories based on their reflections, and then
experiment with the new theories. This theory also aligns with my constructivist
epistemology as it relies on the lived experiences of the learner. Finally, Bennett’s (1986)
Model of Intercultural Sensitivity guided this study. In his model, Bennett (1986)
describes six stages through which one moves from ethnocentrism (when one’s culture is
seen as central to all reality) to ethnorelativism (when one recognizes that many cultures
exist) while immersed in a new culture.
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A review of current literature on international agricultural education showed that
current research focuses on other nations’ agricultural education, experiences while
studying and teaching abroad, and extension efforts abroad. However, very little research
focused on how teaching agriculture internationally impacted the educator. Based upon
the theoretical framework and current literature, I developed my conceptual framework
which suggested that the challenges of living abroad, the challenges of interacting with
host country nationals, and the challenges of teaching in the host country might be
impactful on the experiences of international agricultural educators.
My research purpose to explore AgriCorps fellows’ experiences and the ways in
which those experiences impacted them personally and professionally aligned with a
phenomenological approach to research. Achieving these objectives allowed me to
understand the essence, or that which remains constant in variations of a phenomenon, of
serving as an international agricultural educator. In this process, I recruited five
participants via an email forwarded by AgriCorps’ founder. Each participant completed
three semi-structured, virtual interviews. The first interview focused on the participants’
backgrounds, the second focused on their experiences in AgriCorps, and the final
interview focused on participants’ reflections on their experiences. Interviews were
transcribed and coded. I also kept memos of my thoughts as I completed the research
process.
After coding interviews, analysis led to the development of several major themes
for the three objectives. For the first objective (understanding the daily lives of
participants during their service), themes included the impact of fellows’ perceived
identities, isolation in country, and the importance of relationships. For objective two
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(personal impacts), themes included perspective changes with regard to agricultural
education, international development, views on the U.S., and personal growth. For
objective three (professional impacts), themes included development of skills in
professional roles and impact on career choices.

Conclusions
The analysis of the rich data provided by the five participants led to the
development of several themes, as mentioned above and discussed in chapter four. From
these themes, an important conclusion about the importance of cohorts in international
agricultural education can be drawn.
Importance of Cohorts in International Agricultural Education
When people become immersed in a new culture and enter a period of culture
shock, it is common for them to seek out a metaworld, or a place where the person’s own
culture is dominant (Hottola, 2004). Additionally, Gaw (2000) asserted that to avoid
isolation when abroad, people seek the support and fellowship of friends and/or family.
Peer groups also provide a location for rational discourse and emotional support (Kiely,
2005; Roberts & Edwards, 2016). These assertions were true for the participants as each
of them experienced a significant amount of isolation during their time as a fellow,
especially at the beginning of their year (more discussion on the day to day experiences
of fellows can be found in chapter four). Furthermore, within an educational setting
cohorts allow for collaboration with colleagues, encourage instructors to try new
techniques, develop closer relationships with students through improved academic and
professional guidance, and help in the development of an improved curriculum (Ross,
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Hoppey, Halsall, McCallum, Hayes, & Hudson, 2005). Bill shared his perspective about
the beginning of his time in Ghana and the impact that time with his cohort had on his
year of service:
We’re [fellows] all together, so as we’re experiencing things we can share what
we’re thinking or feeling and bounce that off each other… There were plenty of
embarrassing moments that we all shared in as we were adjusting and that was a
lot of fun and by the end of it, it was like we had practically our own language
and our own inside jokes and a lot of the foundations for that bond was
established after training.
With the foundation of the cohort relationships established immediately after training
(within the first few weeks of arriving in Ghana), the metaworld for fellows was also
established. This metaworld played an important role when fellows began to experience
isolation (more discussion on the relationships between fellows can be found in chapter
four).
During the challenging time of isolation, each participant acknowledged that he or
she turned to their cohort for support both at monthly meetings, through other means of
communication like WhatsApp, and through visits to each other’s sites. Olivia shared the
following about the importance of interacting with her cohort at the monthly meetings:
“It was the one time that everybody could come together and talk to somebody who
understood what we were going through. We were like, ‘Oh, I had that same issue’ or,
‘Yeah, I don’t know how to navigate this situation. How would you do it?’” This
statement indicates that the cohort served as a source of rational discussion and played a
role in several of the steps of transformative learning, including steps three (critical
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assessment of assumptions), four (recognition that one’s discontent are shared and that
others have negotiated a similar change), five (exploration for new actions).
While I anticipated that the fellow cohort would be important to participants in
the form of metaworlds and sources of rational discussion, analysis suggested that the
fellow cohort played a much larger role. The cohort certainly did serve as a metaworld
for each other and provided a place where fellows could leave Ghanaian culture for a
weekend and enjoy their shared American culture in the AgriCorps house, as evidenced
by Bill and Olivia’s statements. However, the cohort of fellows also served as a support
system for programmatic, professional, and personal challenges for far longer than the
period of isolation that Hottola (2004) suggested and longer than the period of isolation
that Gaw (2000) described. For example, Emma shared the following about her
experience with her cohort group:
That was another weird thing about our year was that there wasn’t consistent
leadership across the board the entire year. We [fellows] started to rely on each
other more and built really great relationships and we were like, yeah, a lot of us
were pretty fresh out of college, but had enough stability and gung-ho-ness. Grit,
is what Trent [AgriCorps’s Executive Director] would call it, to continue to make
things happen.
With any new organization, the first year will have programmatic challenges and
AgriCorps was no exception. However, as Emma described, her cohort worked together
to overcome these challenges and were able to be successful in their service.
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In addition to overcoming programmatic challenges, the cohort helped fellows to
overcome professional challenges. Olivia hinted at this in her previous statement when
she described the conversations that fellows had about navigating situations at their sites.
Mia shared a similar description about the monthly meetings and interactions with
fellows in them:
There was a structured conversation about what you were doing in your
community, what you needed help with, and you were able to vent if you wanted
to. But then, just casually being with the other fellows. It was always nice to be
able to just have conversations with people and see what they were doing and
what you could maybe try and incorporate. So, even though it wasn’t part of the
structured training per say, it was still helpful to be able to talk to them at least
once a month.
Through these rational discussions with other fellows, Mia (and the other participants)
worked through the same transformative learning steps invoked by Olivia’s statement
above. By propelling fellows through transformative learning steps with these
conversations, the cohort collectively worked to create perspective changes among
participants’ professional views.
The cohort also affected participants personally, as the interaction between cohort
members lasted beyond the monthly meetings in Ghana and extended into the fellows’
time back in the U.S. Bill shared:
It was one year, but it felt like ages at the same time. There is so much packed
into it. And in some ways it’s like I can write a book about one single aspect of
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it… but even then it’s like it was like there’s just so much that it’s impossible to
completely and adequately express… It’s not necessarily a 100% comparison…
but we talked about our time in AgriCorps feeling as if it was a military service
and how when veterans come back and they can identify with each other and so
they know what they experienced and they know what it was like, but there is
definitely a fear in articulating that to people who haven’t experienced it.
Bill alludes here to a challenge faced by participants upon returning to the U.S., which
included feeling isolated and unable to clearly communicate their experience to people
who had not also served as a fellow. However, by keeping in contact with their cohorts,
participants were able to recreate their metaworld back in the U.S., as well.
Communication between fellows still occurs, as each participant indicated that they still
occasionally speak with their cohort members.
It is evident that the relationships between fellows were essential parts of the
fellows’ experience, both in Ghana and when they returned home to the U.S. Thus, I
recommend that those groups involved in international agricultural education incorporate
cohorts into their programs. This could include monthly meetings and educators could
develop additional ways to communicate with each other as desired, such as through
WhatsApp or being able to travel to each other’s sites. In this way, the support described
by Gaw (2000) and Hottola (2004) and evidenced by the data from this study will be
available to future international agricultural educators.
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Implications for Theory
While both Mezirow’s (1991) transformative learning and Kolb’s (1974)
experiential learning models are valuable, data from this study indicate that an updated
model of learning is needed. Mezirow’s (1991) transformative learning model should be
updated by recognizing the cyclical nature of learning and the development of a scale
indicating depth achieved for each step. An additional update for both Mezirow’s (1991)
model and Kolb’s (1974) experiential model should be to include the impact of culture in
the learning process.
Cyclical Nature of Transformative Learning
Mezirow (1991) presented his transformative learning process as a series of ten
linear steps. While data did support the steps presented by Mezirow (1991), this linear
presentation makes the process appear as if learning occurs once and is then completed.
Through the analysis of data from this study discussed in chapter four, it became clear
that transformative learning does not occur once and then conclude. Rather, the process
of transformative learning constantly occurred for participants; once a participant
experienced a perspective change, their views were again challenged by a new
disorienting dilemma. For example, early in her time in Ghana Olivia developed a new
perspective on “gaining a backbone” in her personal life while abroad (such as
establishing clear boundaries with host country nationals she encountered while out in
public). However, this transformation did not translate to her professional interactions
and it took longer for that learning to occur. After different experiences (i.e., struggling to
have her Ghanaian colleagues listen to and value her professional opinions due to her
gender), Olivia went through the process of transformative learning again and further
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developed her backbone in professional settings. Thus, with new experiences Olivia
cycled through the transformative learning process twice for a similar perspective. In
addition to a cyclical movement through transformative learning for one perspective,
participants can move through the transformative learning process for multiple
perspectives at the same time. An example from this study was Olivia moving through
her experiences with colleagues based on her gender while at the same time beginning
her journey of awareness of the white savior complex.
Thus, this study supports a more cyclical transformative learning process than
Mezirow’s (1991) presentation indicated. While Mezirow (1991) does leave room for
learning to be extended through altered or revised perspectives, the linear design of the
model does not make this an intuitive option. In comparison, Kolb’s (1974) experiential
learning theory is cyclical. The final stage, active experimentation, leads directly back to
the first stage, concrete experience. Both Kolb (1974) and Mezirow’s (1991) final steps
end with a change in thought, perspective, or habit. While Kolb’s (1974) model
immediately takes that changed perspective and funnels it to the beginning of the learning
process, Mezirow’s model does not. However, that does not mean that the transformative
learning process ends with the first perspective change. Mezirow’s (1991) model should
be modified to reflect this cyclical nature of the learning process by indicating that step
10 leads back to step one. By acknowledging the iterative nature of transformative
learning, additional avenues for researching such learning are available. In this study, it
could look like an extension to further explore how participants’ perspectives altered (or
not) upon returning to the U.S. and incorporating back into American culture.
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Depth of Engagement in Steps of Transformative Learning
Data from this study also indicated that Mezirow’s (1991) transformative learning
process should be improved by adding levels of depth to each step to indicate how
engaged the learner is in each step. For example, some dilemmas (step one) are more
challenging than others. In Olivia’s case, her experience of interactions with host country
nationals coupled with their treatment of her based on her gender in her personal time
was less challenging to her than their treatment of her based on her gender in a
professional setting even though these experiences occurred at the same point of time in
her year of service. As a result, it took Olivia longer to move through the transformative
learning process for these two similar dilemmas, and her perspective changes occurred at
different times (described by Olivia as “growing a backbone” and discussed in depth in
chapter four). Furthermore, based on her descriptions and reflections of the process, the
transformation from this dilemma in a professional setting stood out to her more as a
change from her year of service.
A second example in which depth is especially important is step three of
transformative learning, which is the “critical assessment of epistemic, sociocultural, or
psychic assumptions” (Mezirow, 1991, p. 168). In this stage, the learner must question
his or her own assumptions to determine how they are contributing to the disorienting
dilemma. For example, Bill described how at the beginning of his year of service he
chose to spend a significant amount of time by himself, resulting in self-isolation. Upon
seeing how other fellows were integrating into their new communities, Bill admitted that
he began to feel jealous of the relationships his peers were making. After critically
assessing himself and recognizing that he was isolating himself, he was able to change
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his behavior (i.e., playing soccer with his students after school) to begin building those
relationships. In this instance, Bill was able to deeply assess his assumptions, see how
they were impacting his situation, and then alter his behavior to move forward in the
transformative learning process. However, not all progressions through step three of
transformative learning were as thorough.
Step three is critical to the transformative learning process as this is the first step
in which the learner must be very open to the possibility that their current thinking may
be flawed. This is challenging; no one wants to believe that their way of thinking is
incorrect or incomplete. However, the data from this study indicate that the level at which
a learner completes this step impacted how their perspective changed. In Bill’s case, he
deeply engaged in step three, and the result of his transformative learning was a revision
of habit incorporated into his daily life. When compared to a new, altered, or revised
perspective (the other results of transformative learning), a revision of habit shows a
greater change and incorporation of learning. Furthermore, if depth is not achieved during
a step of the transformative learning process, then it may not be possible for a new cycle
of learning to begin without first returning to the step lacking in depth. Had Bill not
deeply engaged in a critical assessment of his assumptions, he may not have decided to
try a new role (step five) by playing soccer with his students. Without this step, he may
not have been able to improve his relationships with host country nationals, and thus been
unable to resolve the disorienting dilemma of isolation. This could have stymied his
transformative learning, and this barrier might only have been resolved through deeper
engagement in step three of the transformative learning process at a later time. Thus, the
depth at which transformative learning occurred should be somehow indicated in an
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updated model of Mezirow’s (1991) transformative learning process. This addition to the
model would allow educators to see where learners halted in their learning and provide
additional scaffolding or support to help the learner reach a deeper level of engagement.
This additional support and deeper engagement would then help the learner resume
movement in the transformative learning process.
Cultural Elements
In addition to creating a model that reflects the cyclical nature of learning
evidenced by the data, a new model of learning should reflect the connection between
culture and learning by including cultural elements. As they are currently written,
Mezirow’s (1991) transformative learning theory, Kolb’s (1974) experiential learning
theory, and Bennett’s (1986) Model for Intercultural Sensitivity currently fail to
acknowledge or account for the impact culture has on learning. In this study, participants
completed steps of transformative learning as they also moved through Bennett’s (1986)
Model of Intercultural Sensitivity, as evidenced by the findings in chapter four. The first
three stages of Bennett’s (1986) model, in which the learner is ethnocentric, can be
connected to the early steps of Mezirow’s (1991) transformative learning process. Both
models address the original perspective of learners and the beginning challenges of that
assumption. The last three stages of Bennett’s (1986) model, in which the learner
becomes ethnorelative, reflect the later stages of transformative learning, as both address
how the learner explores new actions, adapts to the new learning, and then integrates a
new perspective into his or her daily life. Experiential learning theory (Kolb, 1974) can
also be linked to Bennett’s (1986) in a similar way.
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In this study, culture was not only present in each step of learning, but it also
precipitated steps of participant learning. For example, the disorienting dilemmas (step
one) described by participants can be linked to culture. Arriving in a new country and
being immersed in a new culture caused much culture shock. This culture shock resulted
in the isolation of participants (i.e., Bill and Akosua), which served as a disorienting
dilemma. Experiencing isolation caused participants to question not only their feelings,
but also what was causing them (step two), just as Bill did when he assessed why he was
jealous of the relationships other fellows had created in their communities while he was
still in the isolation phase. His assessment led to the realization that he was not fully
engaging in his community, which then led him to seek new actions to rectify his
isolation (step five). By choosing to culturally participate in his community (playing
soccer with his students), he was able to try new roles (step eight), build confidence in
new relationships (step nine), and revised his habits to include engagement with host
country nationals in his daily life (step 10). This transformation began and ended with
culture.
A second example of culture spurring the start of transformative learning was
Olivia’s experience in Ghana as a woman. The cultural difference in how women were
treated, especially in the workplace, caused her disorienting dilemma (step one). After
critically assessing the situation, Olivia was able to acknowledge that the difference in
how she was treated was cultural and not a personal attack (step three). By connecting
with another Ghanaian female colleague, Olivia learned that the treatment she
experienced was similar to what her colleague experienced (step four). The development
of her “backbone”, or ability to stand up for herself in the workplace, allowed her to try
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her new role as a woman in a Ghanaian, agricultural setting (step eight). In doing this, she
built confidence in her ability to navigate the challenges in the workplace that she faced
because of her gender (step nine). Finally, she revised her habit to work daily on
educating her male colleagues about the cultural differences and standing up for herself,
her ideas, and her work when needed (step 10). Culture began this transformation,
threaded through each step, and the resulting change allowed Olivia to reach
ethnorelativism and successfully navigate multiple cultures.
By acknowledging the role culture plays in the learning process and including
cultural elements in a revised learning model, educators would have a more complete
picture of not only the steps that cause learning, but also the factors that lead to it.
Including cultural elements in an updated model of learning would also assist educators
in identifying where learners are struggling in the learning process. For example, if
learners are struggling with step three of transformative learning (critical assessment of
assumptions), the educator could evaluate if the learner is in denial (isolation from the
new experience), in defense (reason through the differences between the old perspective
and new experience), or in minimization (believe that the differences are
inconsequential). Knowing this would allow the educator to provide support that best
challenges the learner and encourages deep engagement in their current stage of
transformative learning. The results of this study indicated that culture is a vital
component to the learning process, and it is therefore vital that a revised learning model
include culture.
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Recommendations
The findings, conclusions, challenges to theory, and implications from this study
could impact many groups, including AgriCorps, other international agricultural
education programs, and American agricultural education. As such, I have developed
recommendations for each of these groups.
Recommendations for AgriCorps
The participants in this study shared their thoughts on AgriCorps and how the
organization itself played a role in their experience. All acknowledged that AgriCorps
played a role in their personal and professional development. Furthermore, all expressed
gratitude for the support they received from AgriCorps as well as recommendations with
regard to initial training, support provided throughout the fellowship year, and end of
service training and debriefing.
Despite being several years removed from their experience, participants were able
to describe their initial training, the required reading, and the impact of both in detail. For
example, Emma shared that, “The teacher training part for the fellows is pretty good. It’s
been really fascinating to see people who are pretty mediocre at lesson planning become
really good teachers who implement things really well and facilitate programs really,
really well.” Additionally, several of the fellows recommended various titles from the
reading list to me to assist in my research. For example, Olivia spoke in depth about one
such title (Things Fall Apart by Chinua Achebe) and even expressed that she wanted to
reread the book. Thus, this initial training was highly regarded by participants.
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Training continued throughout the year and participants shared positive feedback
about those sessions, as well. These training sessions focused on sharing successes,
challenges, and finding solutions for those challenges. They also included training in the
areas of education, cultural assimilation, and personal growth. More discussion on the
benefits of the monthly training sessions can be found in chapter four. This training likely
aided fellows in the assimilation process in the new culture and contributed to the
successful accomplishment of programmatic goals (Feinberg, 2013). More than the
content covered at the monthly meetings, the setting provided by those training sessions
were very beneficial because they allowed the fellows a physical location to form their
metaworld and support group.
While participants shared that the initial and continued training were beneficial
and necessary, they also recognized that AgriCorps is a relatively new program. As such,
fellows also discussed areas for potential growth with regard to support from AgriCorps
during the fellowship year and as fellows transition out of the program. Based on these
discussions, participants shared that more support for mental health and career planning
past AgriCorps service could be very beneficial.
Thus, one recommendation is to have a licensed therapist available to fellows
during their year of service. Mental health was a topic three of the five participants spoke
about, and while there was a service available for fellows to speak with a pastor, there
was not a certified therapist available for fellows. There were numerous challenges of
serving as an international agricultural educator, many of which were discussed in
chapter four. Bill shared his belief that a therapist would have been beneficial for fellows
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to speak to, but he also acknowledged that the other fellows in his cohort did help to
serve that role for him.
A second recommendation is to provide training focused on career counseling
and/or assistance in finding jobs for fellows upon return to the U.S. As described in
chapter four, many of the participants struggled in transitioning to employment after
AgriCorps. Several of the fellows shared that they struggled in deciding which direction
they should go career wise after their time in AgriCorps. They also expressed challenges
with connecting with potential employers due to lack of consistent internet, a difference
in time zones, and in communicating about their time in AgriCorps during interviews.
While Bill explained that the fellows helped each other in the job search, AgriCorps
could provide assistance that could be very beneficial to their fellows. A more in depth
discussion on careers and fellows can be found in chapter four. Thus, additional training
specifically related to transitioning out of the AgriCorps fellowship could be beneficial
near the end of the year of service.
The Peace Corps could provide a model to follow, as they developed a career
information service to help their fellows after returning to the U.S. (Calvert, 1966;
Hartzell, 1991). While an entire service may not be realistic for AgriCorps, one of the
monthly training sessions could be devoted to covering similar topics, such as how to talk
about the AgriCorps’ fellow experience in interviews, counseling in making career
decisions, and potentially helping fellows find a time and location with reliable internet
service to complete interviews with companies in the U.S. while the fellows are still in
Ghana.
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Participants also shared that debriefing sessions with AgriCorps after returning to
the U.S. was minimal. After presenting to the AgriCorps’ Board of Directors upon
returning to the U.S., fellows separated from the group and returned home. Follow ups
with AgriCorps after that included being a part of the interview process for future
fellows, working career fairs at universities to recruit new fellows, and giving feedback
on what they would change about the fellowship program. While the participants shared
that they enjoyed highlighting a part of their experience with the board, and they did
acknowledge that they had a brief debriefing session prior to leaving Ghana, more
debriefing could be beneficial. A debriefing session that covers topics such as common
issues experienced by returned fellows, ways to communicate their experiences with
others, and methods to process their experiences. Addressing these issues could assist
fellows with the isolation (as described in chapter four) that many felt when they returned
to the U.S. A session of this nature could potentially be taught by a fellow from a
previous cohort as they would have navigated the same challenges the current fellows
might face. A potential model to look at could be Peace Corps, as they provide their
volunteers with a closing workshop meant to assist in a successful return to U.S. culture,
debrief the Peace Corps experience, and provide training in searching for a new job
(Razak & Peace Corps, 1982).
While all participants shared that they gave many presentations about their
experiences in AgriCorps to a variety of audiences (i.e., church groups, high school
agriculture students, college students, people considering applying for a fellowship), they
also shared that they did not get a chance to debrief their own experiences with
AgriCorps. A debriefing session in the U.S. could potentially assist fellows in
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transitioning back to life in the U.S. Giving the fellows a chance to process and reflect on
their experiences along, and then doing the same thing with their cohort a few months
later could assist fellows in understanding the perspective changes they experienced and
how those changes impact their lives back in the U.S. An additional benefit of such a
debriefing could be a focus on how to share their experiences with people in the U.S., and
specifically with youth. By addressing how to share their experiences, such as with high
school students and teachers, AgriCorps can play a role in improving the global
competence of American agricultural students. More discussion on the benefits of this
potential action can be found later in this chapter.
Recommendations for Other International Agricultural Education Programs
While no two international agricultural education programs are identical and
therefore have very different needs, other programs could learn from the successes and
areas of potential growth for AgriCorps. Based on the analysis in chapter four and the
discussion above, things that worked well for AgriCorps included their training (both at
the beginning of the fellowship program and throughout it), the resources available to
fellows (i.e., reading list and access to pastoral service), and cohorts of fellows. Areas of
potential growth included providing access to a licensed therapist, providing training or
assistance with job searches and placement after the fellowship, and a debriefing process
after returning to the U.S.
Based on the findings from this study, I highly recommend that all international
agricultural education programs consider incorporating cohorts into their programming.
As evidenced by the findings in this study and previous research (i.e., Ross et al., 2005),
cohorts play an important role in the lives of people working in education, with potential
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benefits in collaborative work, relationships with students, and in improving curriculum.
Furthermore, a cohort can serve as a metaworld and as a tool to combat the isolation felt
by those immersed in a new culture (Gaw, 2000; Hottola, 2004). Therefore, as
international agricultural education programs send educators abroad to be immersed in
new cultures, a cohort could be very beneficial.
Recommendations for Agricultural Education
Although this study focused on international agricultural education, American
agricultural education could also benefit from the findings. For example, having a
globalized curriculum for American students is important as not all students will have the
opportunity to travel abroad to learn global competence through experiences in other
countries and other cultures. According to the Institute of International Education (2013),
the number of agriculture students who partake in international experiences is decreasing.
In today’s interconnected world, American students will work with people from different
cultures throughout their lives and so need at least a basic level of global competence.
Furthermore, teachers from all levels of education (extension, secondary, and postsecondary) agree that a global emphasis in American agricultural education is needed
(Hurst, Roberts, & Harder, 2017; Hossain, Moore, & Elliot, 1995; King & Martin, 1995;
McCracken, 1995).
Despite the agreement among professionals in agricultural education that a global
curriculum is needed, very little current research evaluates curriculum and its
effectiveness for students. While research has been conducted to evaluate the
competencies that could be included in a globalized curriculum (i.e., Conner, Gates, &
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Stripling, 2017; Martin & Elbasher, 1994; Shinn, Wingenbach, Briers, & Baker, 2009),
no further research indicates that such a curriculum was written or evaluated.
All participants agreed that international agriculture should be a part of the
curriculum for American agriculture students, both at the high school and post-secondary
levels. Emma shared that:
This is definitely something that high schoolers could probably start grasping,
these concepts. Especially as they talk about food insecurity in America. It’s
becoming a broader topic, especially in high schools and ag programs. I think that
is something that can be incorporated into the global perspective, could be pretty
easily incorporated into high school stuff. And then at the collegiate level, just
take it and run with it.
While Emma may be correct in that high school students are capable of learning about
international agriculture, getting a globalized curriculum into high schools could take a
significant amount of work.
To address this issue, I recommend that U.S. agricultural education consider
taking several steps. Research indicates that gaining experience in cross-cultural
experiences and understanding the context of agricultural education in other countries is
challenging (Conner & Roberts, 2013). Thus, policymakers in agricultural education
could gather a cohort of experts in this subject to address the following questions to assist
educators in gaining cross-cultural experiences: (a) what do agriculture students need to
know about international agricultural development?, (b) what are strategies for teaching
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these topics?, and (c) how training be provided for teachers who have never been abroad
to teach this topic fully?
After the panel considers questions related to what students need to know and
how to provide those experiences, they could meet with a second panel composed of
agriculture teachers who also have experience in international agriculture. Together, these
two panels could develop a unit on international agriculture, a list of strategies to
incorporate international agriculture into subsequent lessons, and methods to get
agriculture teachers interested in the topic themselves. Then the curriculum could be sent
to agriculture teachers throughout the U.S. for a pilot.
While developing this curriculum, a good place to look for resources could be the
AgriCorps training and their reading list for fellows. Additionally, AgriCorps fellows
could be encouraged to work with local school districts to develop curriculum, serve as
guest speakers, and as connections to interested students. A second location for resources
could be the Peace Corps. Part of the Peace Corps mission is to increase American
understanding of other cultures and one way this is accomplished is through collaboration
with American schools (Wilson, 1986). By using the experiences and knowledge of
returned AgriCorps fellows and Peace Corps volunteers, American agricultural education
could greatly benefit and improve the global competence provided by agriculture
curriculum.
Even with these resources, teacher buy-in to and interest in the globalized
curriculum would be needed for a piloted program to be successful. Akosua points out:
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That’s [incorporating a globalized curriculum] a hard thing for ag teachers to do,
especially if they don’t have experience in international agriculture. If you have
no perspective to go on, it’s hard to- I mean, then it’s just a research project. And
you can learn a ton about- kids learn a ton about dinosaurs via research projects
and there’s not a huge way to experience them, but if the teacher isn’t super
passionate about it, they’re not going to put effort in to make it happen, even if
they recognize the need.
Thus, additional training for agriculture teachers, perhaps in the form of international
professional development, could be beneficial for maintaining teacher interest. It could
also provide teachers with the experiences they need to understand international
agriculture, working in a different culture, and how to communicate those topics with
students effectively and with passion. This type of field experience would be an effective
way to prepare to work in cross-cultural settings and to work with a globalized
curriculum (Brawner, Stephens, Brawner, Stripling, & Eash, 2016; Conner & Roberts,
2013; Place, Vergot, Dragon, & Hightower, 2008; Wingenbach et al., 2006). Research
indicates that those teachers who have international experiences show (a) an increased
ability to work with others, especially minorities, (b) enhanced understanding of the
cooperation needed between local and international stakeholders in solving complex
problems, and (c) a greater appreciation for the needs of third world countries (Place et
al., 2008). Additionally, teachers with international experience demonstrate higher levels
of global mindedness and their students also exhibit increased levels of intercultural
competencies (Brawner et al., 2016; Smith, Jayaratne, Moore, Kistler, & Smith, 2010).
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This plan could lead to the development of a curriculum to teach U.S. agriculture
students about international agriculture and expose American youth to an important topic.
Increased global competence could also eventually lead students to become involved in
programs such as AgriCorps, Farmer to Farmer, or other international agricultural
education programs. Participation in these programs could also lead to careers in
international development, which could further allow for more work to be accomplished
in international development in the future.

Future Research
While analysis of the data from this study suggested many different themes and
conclusions on the topic of understanding the essence of serving as an international
agricultural educator, there is still much to learn within international agricultural
education and potential parallels of these themes in American agricultural education.
Therefore, I propose several avenues for further research on the topic of international
agricultural education and American agricultural education.
International Agricultural Education
One challenge and limitation in this study was how far removed participants were
from their experiences in AgriCorps. All participants stated at some point during their
interviews that they could not remember some things because of the time that had passed.
Thus, following the transformative learning process from step one to step 10 for the same
experience of a participant was challenging. Gaining a better understanding of the
transformative learning process is important because with this understanding better
support could be provided for fellows during their year of service. For example, Olivia
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experienced many of the transformative learning steps from her challenges and
experiences of working with her Ghanaian colleagues. However, she also demonstrated
that she experienced transformative learning steps with regard to her relationships with
her cohort. These are two different experiences leading to different transformations of
perspective for Olivia. So, while I may find all ten steps to transformative learning within
Olivia’s interviews, they may not all be for the same experience or may occur at different
times. Perhaps additional training on methods to overcome challenges resulting from
gender in the workplace would have been more useful to Olivia early in her time in
Ghana. Such a training could have helped Olivia explore new options for relationships
(step five of transformative learning), plan a course of action (step six), and acquire the
knowledge and skills needed to implement the action (step seven) (Mezirow, 1991).
Without having a better understanding of fellows’ movement through the transformative
learning process, support may not be accessible at the most effective times.
To truly track the transformative learning of each participant within each
individual experience, I would need to spend a significant amount of additional time with
each of the fellows and dig deeper into specific experiences (such as working with
Ghanaian colleagues). One way to achieve this would be to follow fellows in real-time,
by completing interviews and gathering data throughout a fellow’s year of service and
then following him or her on the return home. This would allow the fellow to share
events when they occurred and would provide better evidence of transformative learning.
That in turn could provide more insight on what challenges are faced and what supports
are needed. In a longitudinal study such as this, topics to be investigated could include:
(a) the timeline of transformation for fellows, (b) awareness of fellows of the
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transformations, and (c) specific instances that led the different steps to occur within the
same transformation. However, because AgriCorps is no longer sending fellows abroad, a
new international agricultural education program would need to be found for this research
to occur.
Furthermore, studying participants’ specific experiences and tracing their
transformative learning more closely would also allow a closer examination of how the
participants traversed through Bennett’s (1986) Model of Intercultural Sensitivity. While
all participants demonstrated that they reached integration (the final stage of
ethnorelativism), tracing their entire pathway through the model would take additional
interviewing, just as better understanding the transformative learning process of fellows
would. What specific events led to each stage completion for participants? What
challenges prevented participants from progressing through the stages? How did that
progression impact their transformations? How did fellows’ journey to ethnorelativism
impact participants’ attitude toward their year of service and international agricultural
education? Gaining greater insight on participants’ progression to ethnorelativism and
comparing that information to participants’ progression in transformative learning might
allow international agricultural education programs to better prepare and support fellows
during their time abroad.
Another line of research questions could revolve more around the fellow and their
work in AgriCorps. The participants in this study shared several qualities that seemed to
be present in everyone (i.e., flexibility), but they also shared personal qualities that were
unique to themselves. How do the personal qualities of the fellows impact the success of
their time in the program? How do fellows with specific qualities experience specific
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transformations? How might these qualities and the subsequent transformations differ for
unsuccessful fellows? A better understanding of these research topics could further help
AgriCorps, and other international agricultural education programs, better recruit and
select fellows that have the potential to be most successful. For example, if a participant
has or doesn’t have a specific quality, what additional support might he or she need to be
successful during the fellowship?
Additionally, further research is needed to see if the transformations found in
AgriCorps fellows are present in other international agricultural education programs, like
the Farmer to Farmer program. Because other international agricultural programs are
structured differently than AgriCorps (i.e., length of time, support provided by the
organization), understanding how participants experience those programs and what their
movement through transformative learning and intercultural sensitivity looks like would
need to be known first. Should research reveal that the transformations and intercultural
sensitivity is similar between both programs, then conclusions and recommendations for
AgriCorps might also be useful for the other programs. Furthermore, the various
programs could collaborate with each other in their goal of improving agriculture and
agricultural education abroad, which could potentially increase the impact these programs
may have in international agricultural education.
Within AgriCorps and other international agricultural education programs, a line
of research that could also be enlightening is to study if the host country nationals that
work with the fellows (or other program participants) experience transformative learning
or move through intercultural sensitivity in the same manner as fellows. The host country
nationals would not be immersed in a new culture, but they would be exposed to one
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through the fellows. How might this exposure contribute to changes in host country
nationals? This line of questioning could help international agricultural education
programs to better train fellows on how to share their culture in a productive way and
develop a specific plan of action for fellows when interacting with host country nationals.
American Agricultural Education
While being immersed in a new culture obviously played a significant role in the
experience of AgriCorps fellows, participants shared a number of things that were
important to their time of service that were related specifically to teaching. For example,
participants shared that they were nervous about the beginning of school, they had to find
ways to reach the students in their class, they had to build relationships with students,
they had to build relationships with their teaching colleagues, and they had to work with
students in an intracurricular setting. These are experiences that teachers in America also
must endure. Is part of what made the AgriCorps experience transformative the same
thing that makes teaching transformative (or not) for new or early career teachers? Or is
teaching in the U.S. transformative in a different way? How does this transformation
impact (or not) retention of new and young teachers? How do the different types of
transformation (development of a new view, elaboration of a perspective, alteration of a
perspective, or change in daily habit) lead to different outcomes?
There are a myriad of questions relating to transformation in the American
classroom that could aid in the development and implementation of a curriculum that
improves global competence of American agriculture students. Therefore, a line of future
research could include how including global competence could be a transformative
experience for both teachers and students. Gaining a better understanding of this topic
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could allow for evaluations of the content, presentation, and effectiveness of a globalized
curriculum. For example, questions like these could addressed: What content is most
compelling for students? What strategies for teaching that content is most engaging and
effective for students? What additional support do teachers need to teach the curriculum
effectively? How does the curriculum impact the global competence levels of students?
How do students implement this content into their daily lives? How do students move
through the transformative learning process when engaging in the curriculum? How does
their intercultural sensitivity change based on their experiences with the curriculum?
How does completing the curriculum impact students’ desire to be involved in
international agricultural education? These questions could lead to a better understanding
of how to create an environment that leads to improvements in the curriculum,
preparation of teachers for using the curriculum, and positive transformation of students
engaging in the curriculum. This could then lead to a larger group of students who want
to pursue work in international agricultural education or international agricultural
development, which could then lead to improved outcomes for solving international
agricultural challenges.
As evidenced from prior research discussed in the literature review, agricultural
education has the potential to play a major role in the coming years in combating the
problem of feeding a rapidly growing world population. From teaching about global
agriculture in America, building American students’ global competence, to sending
agriculture teachers abroad to teach people from other nations, agricultural education
could help bridge the gap between developed and developing countries agricultural
knowledge and practices. The results of this study may help the agricultural education
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industry better understand how teaching abroad impacts the educator, thus leading to
better recruitment, changes in training, and support given both during international
service and upon returning home. By focusing on the educator, the agricultural industry
may be able to better prepare and find solutions for international challenges.
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APPENDIX

Interview Guide for First Round
Research Questions

Interviewer Questions

Getting to Know the
Fellow

Tell me a little about yourself.

Goal: Understand the
general background of the
fellow: how they see and
define themselves

(If prompting is needed: where they are from, describe childhood,
favorite memories growing up)
What were your experiences in agriculture growing up?
What were your experiences in agricultural education?
Who/what inspired you to become an agricultural educator?

An international agricultural educator?
What international or cross-cultural experiences did you have
prior to serving in AgriCorps?

Who/what inspired you to seek these international or crosscultural experiences?

How did you come to know about AgriCorps?

Tell me about the process of deciding to apply. (Who did you
tell? Were they supportive?)

How did those experiences lead you to apply for a fellowship?
What qualities describe you?

How did they become defining characteristics?
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How do these characteristics play into your role as a teacher?
What are your professional goals?

In international agricultural education?
Member Check

Based off this interview, this is how I would describe you…. Is
this an accurate picture of you?

Goal: Rephrase content of
interview to check my
understanding.
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Interview Guide for Second Round
Research Questions

Interviewer Questions

Member Check

When we concluded our interview last week, I learned that
you…

Goal: Repeat my
understanding of the
previous interview to
ensure it is still accurate.
Identify information
participant wants to add to
prior topic after reflection.
Getting to Know the
Fellow’s Experiences

Do you still feel this is accurate?

After having a week to reflect, is there anything you would like
to add to last week’s topic?
Describe your emotions and thoughts when you first arrived at
your site.
Tell me about your first week on the job as an AgriCorps fellow.

Goal: Understand the
details of the fellow’s
AgriCorps experience.

How did your first day align with your expectations?

Possible probing questions:
● How did your first day fail to align with your
expectations?
Describe a typical day or week in the life a fellow.

Possible probing questions:
● What were some examples of things you adjusted to well
in your daily/weekly routine?
● What were some example so things you found
challenging to adjust to in your daily/weekly routine?
● How long did it take you to feel like you were in a
routine?
How did being a man/woman impact your experience?
Tell me about common interactions with host country nationals.
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What interactions with host country nationals stuck out for you
and why?

Possible probing questions:
● Describe how interactions with
parents/students/community members/farmers differed
from other groups of host country nationals.
Describe a typical weekend training session with AgriCorps.
Tell me about common interactions with other fellows.

What interactions with fellows particularly stuck out for you and
why?
What did you do to reflect (process)? What was your
contemplative practice? How often did you practice reflection?

(*”Contemplative practice” is the terminology used by
AgriCorps in their training. Should participants not recognize
this phrase from their training, I will follow with “how you
reflected, such as journaling, playing music, or running. What
did you do that helped you make sense of your experience?”)

When you returned to the U.S., what did self-reflection look
like?
Describe your thoughts and emotions when you left your site
and returned to the U.S.
Describe how you maintained contact with your host country
nationals after you returned to the U.S.

Describe how you maintained contact with the other fellows
after you returned to the U.S.
What additional education have you pursued as a result of your
service?
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What special opportunities were open to you because of your
experience?
Member Check

Based off this interview, this is how I would describe your
experiences serving as a fellow…. Is this an accurate
description?

Goal: Rephrase content of
interview to check my
understanding.
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Interview Guide for Third Round
Research Questions

Interviewer Questions

Member Check

When we concluded our interview last week, I learned that
you…

Goal: Repeat my
understanding of the
previous interview to
ensure it is still accurate.
Identify information
participant wants to add to
prior topic after reflection.
Diving into the Reflections

Goal: Understand the
reflections of the fellow’s
AgriCorps experience.

Do you still feel this is accurate?

After having a week to reflect, is there anything you would like
to add to last week’s topic?
How do you feel you grew personally based on the incidents you
described last time?

How did this growth impact your life when you returned to the
U.S.?
How do you feel you grew professionally based on the incidents
you described last time?

How did this growth impact your life when you returned to the
U.S.?
In what ways have your perspectives on agricultural education
changed?

Your perspectives on international agricultural education?

Possible probing questions:
● Why did these changes occur?
● What specific events led to these changes?
How was adjusting to being back in America after your year of
service was over challenging for you?
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Since returning to the U.S., what has changed for you?

Possible probing questions:
● Did you intend for these changes to occur or was it
something that naturally happened for/to you?
● How have the initial challenges of returning lessened or
grown?
How have interactions with Ghanaians continued to impact your
life?
How have interactions with the other AgriCorps fellows
continued to impact your life?
Overall, what are the top three lessons you learned as a fellow?

What else would you like someone to know about your
experience in AgriCorps past what we have already discussed in
your interviews?

What advice or suggestions would you share with AgriCorps?
How have your perspectives changed as a result of your
reflection (through contemplative practices during your
fellowship or after your fellowship, as we’ve completed these
interviews)?
How has serving as a fellow experience impacted your personal
goals?

How has serving as a fellow impacted your professional goals?
Member Check

Based off this interview, this is how I would describe how your
experience as a fellow impacted your life…. Is this accurate?

Goal: Rephrase content of
interview to check my
understanding.
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